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ABSTRACT 

 

Adult Perceptions of Student Involvement in High School Athletics 

 

By 

William Alexander Laird 

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership 

 

 

 The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to explore and investigate the 

adult perceptions of the influence or impact that student involvement in high school 

athletics has on student engagement and student success.  Due to the fact that funding for 

education in California is tied to the state economy, it is continually susceptible to 

periods of economic boom as well as times of economic recession.  The result is that 

educational leaders have to continually make decisions about what programs to cut or to 

continue to fund.  In times of economic crisis, there is a documented tendency for schools 

across the nation to cut extracurricular programs in order to sustain the academic 

curricular programs.  This study examines adult perceptions regarding the impact that 

they believe athletic involvement ultimately has on student engagement and student 

success in a secondary setting.  Through a focus group with parents, a staff survey and 

semi-structured interviews with staff members, this study explored adult perceptions 

regarding the impact that athletics has on overall student engagement and success.  

Findings include the importance of athletics in providing “life lessons” and in teaching 
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students skills that cannot be taught as easily, if at all, in the classroom; the importance of 

athletics in providing a “sense of belonging” or “being a part of a team”; and the role that 

athletic involvement plays in providing motivation for students to be academically more 

engaged and successful. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

 As the second decade of the 21st Century began, it was obvious that the United 

States was facing one of its biggest economic challenges ever.  As the housing market 

crashed, so did the Stock Market.  Due to the way schools in many states are currently 

funded, the economic recession has impacted education especially hard.  Many schools 

began to look for ways to cut their budgets so that they could maintain the basic 

educational programs.  The result was that in schools across the United States, extra-

curricular programs were some of the first things to be cut (Brooks, 2011; Dedford, 2011: 

Kronholz, 2012).  For many secondary students, the extracurricular activities are a 

primary motivator for attending school, let alone being engaged in school.  With these 

programs being cut, what impact would that have on overall student engagement and 

success? 

 As we look at the institution of education today and examine all the challenges 

that it faces, we recognize that, as educators, we still have the immense responsibility of 

ensuring that students are learning what they need to learn and that they are being 

prepared for the twenty-first century.   The advent of the Common Core State Standards 

for example is significantly changing the way educators are accustomed to teaching.  

With more emphasis being placed on critical thinking, problem solving, and working in 

collaborative environments, it is more necessary than ever that students are motivated and 

engaged in the learning process. 

Perhaps one of the biggest daily challenges facing educators is figuring out how 

to keep modern students engaged in the learning process.  We live in a world that has 
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more challengers than ever before.  One of those challenges has been the growth of 

technology in the classroom for example.  Technology has been a blessing and a curse. 

Technology has meant quicker access to information and has given educators the ability 

to teach in a more relevant and interactive way.  However, that same technology is in the 

hands of students in the form of tablets and smart phones, which can be a huge challenge 

for students not to be distracted, and for the teacher in terms of keeping the students 

engaged during class time on the actual course content. 

In addition, the fact that California has transitioned to a new funding model (the 

Local Control Funding Formula) which focuses a significant percentage of the 

apportionment towards EL students, foster youth and students from low socio-economic 

backgrounds is evidence of the fact that there are as many at-risk students as ever in the 

classroom, which presents yet another challenge.  Because these students are coming 

from low socio-economic backgrounds as well as from homes where English is the 

second language or where the level of education does not go beyond high school, they 

face challenges greater than many of their classmates before these students even step into 

the doorway of a classroom.  As educators, we have to be aware that many of our 

students are facing pressures from home and from peer groups that distract and even run 

counter to placing education as a priority in their lives.  So what will motivate these 

students to keep coming to school, and if they do come to school, what will motivate 

them to be engaged in the learning process once they are there?   

Educators are also facing an uphill battle when it comes to keeping students 

involved in the learning process with so much emphasis being placed on accountability 

through testing (from benchmark exams to state assessments) and state standards.   It is 
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easy to see why students might become disinterested in school, whether they are at-risk 

or otherwise.  With so many distractions and challenges facing students and teachers 

(technology, social factors, poverty, language barriers), it might seem obvious that 

anything that can help motivate students or help to keep them more engaged should be 

embraced as a priority (Ayala & Galletta, 2009).  Schools have many extracurricular 

school activities (or ESAs), like sports, already in place and, “there is a growing body of 

research…demonstrating the beneficial effects of participation in extracurricular 

activities” (Fredricks & Eccles, 2006, p. 698).  It would seem natural then, to take 

advantage of and to use the resources that are already in existence; to make every effort 

to engage and motivate students to be in school more, to keep their grades up, and to 

avoid disruptive behavior.  Yet, in many districts across the state and country, sports are 

being limited and even cut altogether (Kronholz, 2012).  The point is, that for many 

students, the extracurricular school activities are what keep them going to school 

everyday.  Research suggests that there is at least some indication that sports and other 

extra curricular school activities play a significant role in engaging students in school, 

helping them to enjoy school more and motivating them to try harder (Kronholz, 2012, p. 

11).    

Problem Statement 

The lack of student engagement and participation in the educational process is a 

significant problem as it relates to student success (as defined for the purpose of this 

study by overall grade point average, good attendance and little to no discipline).  If 

students lose their motivation and are not engaged in the learning process, then they will 

be much more likely to have low GPA’s (grade point average), engage in disruptive 
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behavior that could lead to suspension or expulsion, and finally, stop going to school 

altogether (Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005; Duke, Borowsky & Pettingell, 2012; 

Schmakel, 2008; Braddock, 2005).  Each of these consequences has a financial impact on 

school districts around the nation.  Many schools are funded based on their average daily 

attendance (ADA) and therefore, when students have high absentee rates; the result is that 

the school and district lose money.  When students fail classes, it costs the school money 

to offer classes for credit retrieval.  Lastly, when students are being suspended or 

expelled, it also results in money being lost based on the average daily attendance.  So, 

there is also a financial incentive, beyond our desire to see students succeed, for schools 

and districts to find ways to keep students in school and to keep them engaged.  For many 

students, it is the extracurricular school activities more than the classroom activities that 

motivate and engage them the most.  

When looking at the literature, there seems to be a majority opinion that there is a 

correlation between extracurricular school activities/sports involvement and an increase 

in academic achievement (Hartmann, 2008; Hanks & Eckland, 1976; McNeal, 1995).  

What exactly that correlation is and how strong it is remains to be seen based on the 

literature investigated thus far.  One thing seems to be clear, that many student-athletes 

seem to get more out of the educational experience than many non-athletes (Whitley, 

1999).  And yet, even though the research seems to indicate a strong correlation, when 

hard financial times hit school districts, extracurricular school activities are often the first 

things to be decreased or even eliminated (Kronholz, 2012).  What is going through the 

minds of the adults making those decisions? Why eliminate something that the research 

indicates is being successful while at the same time, continue to spend money and time 
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on curriculum and programs that have no research to indicate that they are or will be 

successful?  

Purpose 

While research suggests that there is a relationship between extracurricular school 

activity/sports and student success, what is less clear from the literature is whether or not 

it can be demonstrated that one causes the other (Guest & Schneider, 2003; Hartmann, 

2008).  The nature of that relationship is still in question.  For that reason alone, the topic 

is worthy of continued study.  One of the key factors and/or variables that seemed to be 

missing from the studies that were researched was the role of adult perceptions of student 

involvement in extra-curricular participation and what impact that may have on the 

student’s success.  The purpose of this study was to qualitatively examine how schools 

and families’ perceptions of the student’s involvement in athletic programs might have an 

impact on overall student engagement and student success.  This study attempted to 

explore to what degree school staff, as well as parents, encourage and support 

extracurricular activity or not, and whether their perceptions of student participation in 

athletics had an overall impact on student engagement and/or success.  

Many of the studies that have been done regarding this topic have been 

predominantly quantitative.  One of the big considerations in doing this study was 

whether or not a purely qualitative study could yield new and different data. If the topic 

could be served qualitatively, what would that look like and who would be the 

participants?  Looking at the topic from either a mixed method or a qualitative view 

could enrich the discussion and bring a better understanding than before.  
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Significance 

As the institution of education and the educational process itself continues to 

evolve and change, one of the things that will remain constant will be the fact that in 

order for learning to take place, the student must be engaged in the learning process, at 

least to some degree. Because we know that student engagement is a key element in 

student success, then anything that can create, foster or maintain student engagement is 

going to be worth researching and being considered for further study (Eccles & Barber, 

1999).  In addition, anything that could potentially result in the increasing of student 

achievement or helping to achieve student learning outcomes is going to be a continual 

topic of interest (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  Therefore, understanding adult perceptions 

is of paramount importance when looking at the relationship between student engagement 

and student involvement in extracurricular activities, especially since adults are the ones 

making the key policy decisions that could have a positive or negative impact on that 

relationship. 

Conceptual Framework 

Social capital was the basic theoretical framework that was used as the primary 

lens through which to look at adult perceptions of student involvement in high school 

athletic programs and the impact that that involvement might have had on overall student 

success.  This framework will be discussed in more detail in chapter 2 but in its basic 

form, it “refers to features of social organization, such as trust, networks and norms, that 

improve the productiveness of individuals and groups” (Braatz & Putnam, 1996, p. 2).  

While the concept has historical routes that go back to John Dewey and even earlier, its 

application to educational theory and practice can be linked to the work of James 
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Coleman, whose seminal work, The Adolescent Society, in 1961 laid the foundation for 

much of the work being done today (Farr, 2004).  “The hypothesis is that social capital, 

the connections between individuals established as a result of membership, and 

participation in social networks, facilitates the development of obligation and trust that 

supports institutional structures such as schools” (Braatz & Putnam, 1996, p. 3).  

Coleman’s theory was that as culture began to shift more towards higher divorce rates, 

more single-parent households, and increased sub-urbanization, that peer relationships, 

such as is seen within schools, were becoming increasingly important and influential 

(Braatz & Putnam, 1996; Olson, 2006).  

Research Questions 

The research questions that guided this study were as follows: 

1. How does student involvement in high school athletics influence adult 

perceptions of overall student engagement? 

a. What impact does student involvement in athletics have on the 

perceptions of school staff members toward the student-athletes? 

b. What impact does student involvement in athletics have on the 

perceptions of parents toward their students and the school 

environment? 

2. How do parents and staff perceive the role that high school athletic 

programs play in overall student success? 
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Definition of Terms 

1. Student Success- As defined for the purpose of this study, the degree to 

which students are successful in their overall grade point average, in 

having good attendance and in maintaining a clean discipline record. 

2. Student engagement- The degree to which students are volitionally 

participating in the learning process and in the school experience by 

applying a majority of their efforts and abilities to the task at hand. 

3. High school athletic programs- Athletic programs that are school based 

and serve students in grades 9-12.  These programs are administered and 

directed through the school’s athletic office The primary purpose is to give 

students the opportunity to participate in athletics while at the same time 

representing their school. 

4. Student-athlete- Students in grades 9-12 who are also involved in school-

based athletic programs, regardless of the level of competition. 

5. Extracurricular school activity- Any activity that is outside of the normal 

academic program and curriculum.  This term could refer to any program, 

not just athletics.  Some other examples might include music programs, 

involvement in after-school social clubs as well as academic competition 

clubs. 

6. GPA (Grade Point Average)- This number is associated with the overall 

average of a student’s grades based on a four-point scale with A’s being 

worth four points and F’s being worth zero. 



	  

	  

9 

7. ADA (Average Daily Attendance)- This is the number on which the state 

bases the funding allotment due to each district or site.  It is based on the 

average number of students who are in attendance in a district or at a 

school site at specified point in time.   

Overview of Methodology 

The research conducted for this topic was done through a qualitative case study 

methodology that focused on the adult perceptions of athletic involvement at Mountain 

View High School (pseudonym), which is a large public high school in the high desert 

area of Northern Los Angeles County.  The case study design was used to provide an 

“intensive description and analysis of…an institution…that explores the bounded system 

over time through in-depth data collection methods, involving multiple data sources” 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012, p. 31).  The case study included a focus group, interviews 

and a Likert-scale style survey.  The questions for the focus group and interviews were 

informed by and came out of the main research questions.  The survey was designed to 

get some basic contextual and background data regarding the overall impression and 

perceptions that the participants had regarding the impact of student participation and 

involvement in athletics on campus.  The participants were selected from those who 

expressed an interest in participating in the study using a criterion based selection method 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  The participants included school staff members who have 

had interaction specifically with student-athletes in the classroom or through athletic 

programs as well as parents of student-athletes.  The data was collected and analyzed 

using qualitative methods that allowed the researcher to code and organize the 
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information into specific categories and patterns, which then informed the findings and 

conclusions. 

Delimitations 

A delimitation of this study was that it was conducted at one particular site in a 

suburban district of Los Angeles.  The findings are limited to the perceptions and 

experiences of the parents, staff and faculty members of Mountain View High School 

(pseudonym), which exists within a very specific community.  The research was 

conducted during a specific moment in time, specifically, throughout the fall of 2015 and 

spring of 2016.  This study does not include, nor does it try to represent the experiences 

and perceptions of the faculty, staff, and parents of other high schools in the area.  

However, while it is not typical for qualitative research to be generalizable, there is a 

focus on transferring or applying the findings in one study to other similar contexts or 

settings (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). 

Limitations 

During this study, the researcher was an administrator in the same district as the 

site being studied.  Researcher status may have affected the collection of the data in that 

students or staff in particular, may have been influenced to try to give responses that were 

either non-offensive or gratifying to the researcher.  As a result, the researcher utilized 

methods such as member checking and peer feedback (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Maxwell, 

2005) to minimize the impact of potential researcher influence and to maintain as much 

objectivity as possible.  The triangulation of data was also used as a strategy to mitigate 

as much researcher bias as possible (Denzin, 1989).    
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Organization of the Dissertation 

 The introductory chapter introduced the problem and significance of the topic 

being researched and studied.  Chapter two will look at the literature that pertains to the 

topic of study and analyze the current research as it relates to the issues of student 

engagement and athletic participation.  Chapter two will also outline the theoretical 

framework used for this study.   

In Chapter three, the methodology that was utilized to collect the data will be 

explained. It will include descriptions of the rationale for the methodological tradition 

that was used, the setting of the study, the instruments used to collect the data and, the 

participants involved in the study.   

In Chapter four, a discussion and analysis of the findings will be provided, which 

is organized by way of the research questions regarding adult perceptions of athletic 

participation as related to student engagement and student success.   

Lastly, in Chapter five, there will be an analysis of the findings, identifying what 

the data collected in this study means. In addition, some larger trends will be identified 

and discussed. The narrative will conclude with recommendations for future research on 

this topic area. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 Barbara Tuchman, in her book The Guns of August, describes the decisions, 

events, and factors leading up to World War I.  Specifically, she goes into detail 

regarding the misconceptions, miscalculations and wrong assumptions made by both 

sides that actually contributed and led to the decision to go to war.  Similarly, in his 

investigation of the attack on Pearl Harbor that led to America’s entry into World War II, 

Gordon Prange describes in his book, At Dawn We Slept, how the United States was so 

distracted by the war in Europe that it almost completely ignored and underestimated 

Japan’s willingness and ability to attack the United States.  This led to such a state of 

unpreparedness that not only was the United States completely surprised by the attack, 

but the attack itself was more successful and devastating as a result.  It is said that those 

who fail to learn from history are doomed to repeat it.  How ironic is it that ‘education’ is 

failing to learn form history and is making the same mistakes?  We often make decisions 

based on presuppositions and misconceptions that are not always rooted in nearly enough 

investigation and research.  In addition, education has also been known to focus so much 

on trying to solve problems in one area by making decisions that lead to it being caught 

completely unprepared for the possible repercussions or the domino effect that those 

decisions create in other areas.   

Take for example the common response to the economic hard times faced by 

schools of cutting extracurricular school activities (athletics and the arts for example) by 

many schools and districts due to economic downturns (Brooks, 2011; Dedford, 2011; 

Kronholz, 2012).  There is a consistent and clear pattern of K-12 schools and districts 
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cutting sports, music and art programs whenever the budget gets cut.  It is somewhat 

understandable because these are, by definition, extracurricular.  Rather than cutting 

things that have a more direct and pure connection to curricular goals, it is easier to cut 

things that are of an extracurricular nature both politically and in the court of public 

opinion.  The public at large will go along with a sports team being cut before they will 

accept math, as a subject being cut.   While there is no suggestion that academic classes 

should be cut before sports or that sports are somehow equal in importance to the 

academic curriculum, there is a pattern of athletic and arts programs being cut and having 

those cuts being supported by the general public.  But is that the best thing for students? 

If the primary goal is to provide the best education possible, does cutting extracurricular 

school activities (ESAs) actually help to accomplish that goal or does the cutting of those 

very programs lead to less student engagement, lower grades, lower attendance and as a 

result create even more of a fiscal impact? In trying to save money, are schools and 

districts creating a larger fiscal burden due to the results of those cuts? When anecdotal 

polls are taken, a majority of people hold the view that extracurricular school activities 

are what make school appealing to many students and that without them, many students 

would find school unappealing and boring, which would then lead to a lack of student 

engagement (Kronholz, 2012).  The questions above are difficult questions to answer and 

to do so without the requisite amount of investigation and research might lead to poor 

decision-making, knee-jerk reactions, false assumptions and misconceptions like the ones 

that led to World War I and the attack on Pearl Harbor that led to the United States’ 

involvement in World War II.  
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The purpose of this chapter is to investigate and review the literature that is 

related to adult perceptions of the impact that student involvement in high school 

athletics has on overall student engagement and potential student success as a result of 

that involvement.  Specifically, the study will look at how adults perceive the role that 

athletic involvement plays in student engagement and overall student success.  A review 

of the literature was conducted to better understand adult perceptions of the relationship 

between student involvement in high school athletic programs and the corresponding 

impact that the involvement has on student engagement and success.  Furthermore, 

literature was reviewed to not only examine the adult perceptions of this phenomenon but 

also, what other factors might be involved in the correlation between athletic involvement 

and student engagement.  The chapter will be organized by first looking at the concept of 

social capital and its relation to student involvement in athletics as a social/relational 

construct.  Literature was also reviewed to investigate the issue of student engagement in 

general as it relates to student involvement in high school athletic programs.  Following 

this will be an examination of the literature that addresses the relationship that athletic 

involvement has to overall student success.   

Research Questions 

The questions to be addressed are: 

1. How does student involvement in high school athletics influence adult 

perceptions of overall student engagement? 

a. What impact does student involvement in athletics have on the 

perceptions of school staff members toward the student-athletes? 
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b. What impact does student involvement in athletics have on the 

perceptions of parents toward their students and the school 

environment? 

2. How do parents and staff perceive the role that high school athletic 

programs play in overall student success? 

Theoretical Framework 

 As was established previously in chapter one, social capital was the general lens 

through which this researcher chose to look at the potential influence or impact that 

student engagement had on their overall school experience.  This is due to the fact that in 

essence, we are talking about a social network that involves different layers of 

relationships.  The difficulty in identifying a specific theoretical or conceptual framework 

for a study like this is that there is much dispute as to how it should be empirically 

applied or whether it can be at all (Durlauf, 2002; Braatz & Putnam, 1996).  There is still 

debate within the social scientific community as to what social capital is and what can 

actually be learned regarding social capital (Field, 2008).  There are also numerous other 

frameworks or models that have attempted to better understand how the social networks 

that exist actually work in the context of a school campus or community.   

Developmental Model 

One of the more established models as seen throughout the literature is the 

Developmental Model which basically recognizes that student participation in ESAs 

socializes the students by developing in them perseverance and a strong work ethic which 

in turn, helps them to be successful in academic areas (Broh, 2002; Marsh & Kleitman, 

2002).  This model is not necessarily specific to athletic participation, but rather, any 
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activity that helps students to develop certain character traits that would lead or translate 

to student success would be included (Broh, 2002; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002; Braddock, 

1981; Fejgin, 1994).  The developmental model is one of the more longstanding and 

historic frameworks that links athletic participation to the promotion of student success 

through the socialization process (Coleman, 1961).  Of further note was a study done by 

Holland and Andre (1987) where ESAs were seen as entities that promoted non-academic 

outcomes but that also developed character and a variety of skills which, in turn, led to 

“more well-rounded, socially adept, and mature students” (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002, p. 

471).  So even if ESAs cannot be shown definitively to have a direct impact on student 

academic success, studies have shown them to have an indirect impact by providing an 

opportunity to develop on-academic skills that translate into academic success. 

Leading-Crowd Hypothesis  

 Another popular theoretical framework is the Leading-Crowd Hypothesis, which 

states that participation in ESAs results in higher peer status and membership in a high 

academically oriented peer group.  This then would lead to higher motivation and 

academic success (Broh, 2002; McNeal, 1999).  In addition, this framework suggests 

that, “sports participation is beneficial to the educational process by connecting student-

athletes not only to academically oriented peers, but to adults, specifically parents and 

teachers” (Broh, 2002, p.72).  It is in this aspect, that the social capital piece becomes 

evident.  

Identification Model 

 In a study done by Marsh and Kleitman in 2002, they looked at numerous 

theoretical models to explain the effects of ESAs on the student experience.  One of those 
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models was the Identification Model, which argues that involvement in ESAs by students 

increases their sense of identification and commitment to the school environment.  The 

idea being that the student would develop a greater sense of belonging over time that 

would thus increase their commitment to academic goals as well (Eccles & Barber, 

1999).  This theory was even juxtaposed against findings in another study that looked at 

the negative effects of part-time employment during the school year and found that ESAs 

had a mostly positive impact on both academic and extracurricular pursuits (Marsh, 

1992).  Finn and Rock also found in their study that ESAs play a role in “maintaining a 

student’s sense of identification with school” (1997, p. 231). 

Threshold Model 

Another model used by Marsh and Kleitman was the Threshold Model (2002).  

This model postulates that ESAs can potentially have a negative affect due to the law of 

diminishing returns.  If students are too involved in ESAs, there is a tipping point in 

which they no longer serve to benefit the student through the development of soft skills, 

but rather, the ESAs become so time-consuming and demanding that they negatively 

impact the student’s ability to be academically successful (Marsh, 1992).  Whereas, with 

the Identification Model, the student identifies with and commits to the school 

environment to greater level, the concern with the Threshold Model is that the student 

will begin to identify more with the ESA than with the school or school environment and 

that too many ESAs will take time away form academic pursuits (Marsh & Kleitman, 

2002). 
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Maintenance, Incentive, and Integrative  

In a study that looked specifically at sports participation and academic 

engagement, the authors used a conceptual framework that grouped student-athletes into 

one of three categories: Maintenance, incentive or integrative (Dawkins, Braddock & 

Celaya, 2008).  The maintenance group would ‘maintain’ their grades in order to 

participate in sports.  These students were focused more on their desire to participate and 

to excel in athletics than they were academic success.  However, students in this category 

were still motivated to perform academically due to the fact that academic success was 

still necessary to them realizing their athletic goals.  Even while the student focuses on 

excelling in athletics, they know that they need to remain eligible, qualify for a high 

school diploma and meet the college entrance requirements (Dawkins, Braddock & 

Celaya, 2008). So, while there is a focus on athletic and academic success, the focus 

would be imbalanced in favor of athletic success. 

The incentive group is a more balanced approach towards athletic participation in 

that it uses sports as an academic incentive.  In this group, there tends to be an equally 

strong commitment by the student to athletic and academic goals and “academic 

engagement is elevated to the same level as sports participation, with success in the latter 

serving as an incentive to doing well in the former and vice versa” (Dawkins, Braddock 

& Celaya, 2006, p. 54).  Another piece of data that came out of this particular research 

was the importance of parent involvement.  It was noted that within certain demographic 

groups (African American especially), the parents of students that were participating in 

athletics were also very involved and engaged in their students academic or educational 

success (O’Bryan, Braddock & Dawkins, 2006). 
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The integrative group was identified as the ideal group in that it places equal 

value on athletic participation and academic engagement (Dawkins, Braddock & Celaya, 

2006).  It is in this group that athletic participation and academic engagement are seen as 

equal and compatible forces that work together in helping the student to be as successful 

as possible.  Academic participation and athletic engagement work together in motivating 

the student in both areas respectively (Dawkins, Braddock &Celaya, 2006).  In other 

words, each one helps the student to be successful in the other area.  From the perspective 

of this model, “sports and academics are integrated into the learning process with the goal 

of increasing academic engagement achieved as the high appeal of sports becomes 

transferred to the classroom” (Dawkins, Braddock & Celaya, 2006, p. 54).  

Influence of Athletic Involvement on Academic Success 

  When looking at social capital models, Jomills Braddock developed a model that 

seemed to fit this study the best.  The model focuses primarily on the influence that 

athletic participation has on academic success through multiple mediating channels.  The 

research indicates that the kinds of experiences that have a significant impact on 

academic success include learning, socialization, and social bonding (Braddock, 2005).  

Braddock developed a visual model that illustrates the different avenues by which 

academic performance could be affected.  Those avenues included are: social capital, 

cultural capital, personal resilience, and school engagement.  Figure 2.0 below depicts the 

relationships that can occur between the different factors.  As students participate in 

ESAs (in this case, athletics), the different kinds of benefits that can occur with that 

participation may lead to academic success.  One or more of the factors may be present at 

any given time.  For example, there may be cultural capital being developed but not a 
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significant amount of social capital.  In another example, social capital, cultural capital, 

school engagement and personal resilience may all be acquired simultaneously.   

 The primary point is that within this framework, athletic participation is seen as 

leading to academic success and that when doing research in the field in the form of 

interviews, focus groups, and surveys, the mediating channels should be evident as 

motivating factors and/or outcomes. 

Figure 2.0  Model for Athletic Participation’s Influence On Academic Success 

By Jomills Braddock (2005) 

 

 While cultural and social capital are similar, there are some specific differences.  

Cultural capital has to do with signals, attitudes, behaviors and preferences that tend to 

establish the basis for inclusion or exclusion from a particular group (Braddock, 2005).  

For example, some students might live in a culture where they routinely have 

opportunities to take trips to museums or art galleries, where students from a different 

culture, might not have had any of those same opportunities.  If those students who did 

not grow up in a culture having had those opportunities and then go on to a college or a 

university where those experiences are common and valued, then those students would 

have less cultural capital than other students.  However, research suggests that students 
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from low-SES communities who participate in ESAs (especially athletics) are able to 

increase their levels of cultural capital (McNeal, 1999).  

 Social capital refers then to the “sum of resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to 

an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less 

institutionalized relationships” (Bourdieu, 1977; Braddock, 2005, p. 273). “Parental 

involvement and peer networks are often examined in research focused on social capital 

and educational outcomes” (Braddock, 2005, p. 273). 

Social Capital 

 Relationships matter.  That is probably the simplest way to summarize this section 

and that has been the focus of social scientists when looking at social organizations, how 

they work, and how they can be most effective.  While the concept of social capital had 

been around and written about in earlier times, it is fair to say that much of the work 

being done in the area of social capital as it relates to the school environment and the 

implications for students and their academic success is based on the work primarily of 

James Coleman (Farr, 2004).  In 1961, Coleman published his seminal work on the youth 

sub-culture, The Adolescent Society.  Coleman looked at the way culture was changing 

and specifically wanted to look at what that meant for the youth and what impact the 

changing culture might have on their academic success.  Based on the research of the 

time, it was determined that the normal network of relationships and the corresponding 

benefits that came from those relationships were in serious decline (Braatz & Putnam, 

1996; Coleman, 1988; Farr, 2004).  The divorce rate was on the rise; the number of 

single-parent homes and the migration of people to sub-urban neighborhoods was 

changing the cultural dynamics of relationships and networking (Braatz & Putnam, 
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1996).  What did this mean for schools and student’s academic success? Coleman 

theorized that as parental and adult influences waned in society, that peer relationships, 

with a whole new set of networks and norms, were filling the void (Coleman, 1961; 

Portes, 1998).  As this youth sub-culture began to take shape, what would things like 

value and worth be based on?  How would students gain capital in this new landscape?  

As students are looking for acceptance within the social construct of a school setting, 

how might they achieve that?  

 When using the social capital lens to look at the differences in academic 

achievement between those involved in athletics and those who are not, some have 

questioned the nature of that relationship and whether it is even related to social capital.  

Some postulated that the differences were not due to the socialization found in an athletic 

environment but, rather, they were due to the pre-existing differences between athletes 

and non-athletes (Hauser & Lueptow, 1978; Stevenson, 1975).  

Since those early days, the concept of social capital has gained a lot of focus and 

attention as it relates to student academic success because a big part of student success 

begins with student engagement and the positive motivation of the student in order for the 

student to succeed.  If the student does not feel accepted or valuable, they will struggle to 

be successful.  There is difficulty however, because the very existence and definition of 

social capital is controversial from a methodological standpoint (Braatz & Putnam, 1996; 

Durlauf, 2002).  Researchers question how much can be learned based on the method of 

gathering data and the fact that there is really no consistent or universal method.  What is 

still needed is more experimentation and survey data in order to gain a better 
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understanding of how social capital works in the arena of athletic participation in schools 

(Durlauf, 2002).   

 What can be said generally is that social capital is about building social networks 

and gaining valuable assets through those relationships.  In the school context, it 

involves, but is not limited to, student-teacher relationships, parent-teacher relationships 

and student-peer relationships to name a few.  It is important because it is through social 

capital that information and knowledge are traded between groups thus allowing the 

community to benefit from a more diverse accumulation of social capital (Andriani, 

2013).  In addition, the theory postulates that it is these connections that make it possible 

for individuals and the community to access the resources and information that they need 

from within the educational setting (Andriani, 2013).  However, as with most things in 

life, the flow of information and assets through a network of relationships can be a good 

or bad thing.  Looking at it from the negative, “exclusive strong ties and a strict sense of 

obligations might be at a certain point a cost without related benefits for the community.  

As a double-edged sword, cooperation among members of a certain group does not 

necessarily imply that the goal is the benefit of the common good” (Andriani, 2013, p. 

18; Portes, 1998; Field, 2008). 

 If the overall goal for a student in school is academic success, then a legitimate 

topic of study would be to determine what influences or determines student success.  

Clearly then, the relationship the student has with their peers, their teachers, and their 

family plays a tremendous role (Colman, 1988; Eitle & Eitle, 2002). The role of the 

family also plays a significant role in terms of the student’s success on campus.   In a 

study done by Eitle and Eitle (2002), the connection between family educational 
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resources and participation in high school sports was investigated to see what level of 

influence might exist. They also looked at the relationship between athletics participation 

and parental and teacher aspirations for the student (Hanks & Eckland, 1976; McNeal, 

1995).  While there have been numerous studies using large representative data samples 

such as the National Educational Longitudinal Survey (NELS:88), there has been little 

research looking at how the family factors impact or even predict involvement in athletic 

participation (Eitle & Eitle, 2002).  A study done by Ralph McNeal investigated the 

potential school factors such as school size, teacher-student ratios, and SES that might 

determine athletic participation but did not look at the influence of the family (1998).  In 

looking at social capital however, what has been indicated from the literature is the 

increase of social capital and its influence on the family.  Through the student’s 

participation in athletics, there are more opportunities for “parent to school” interactions 

(Fritch, 1999).  Parents of student-athletes find themselves on campus more often and as 

a result, there are increases in social capital (Fritch, 1999). Why is this important? 

Because, studies also show that where there are higher degrees of social capital, there is a 

higher degree of academic achievement (Fritch, 1999; McNeal, 1998; Lipscomb, 2007; 

Parcel & Dufur, 2001). 

 A case study conducted by Shelly Clark emphasized the point that with physical 

activity comes physical capital, which in turn, can be converted in to social capital 

(2009).  What also came out in that case study however, was that the parents viewed what 

the student learned in class as insufficient in regards to their child’s overall development 

and that they viewed extracurricular activities (including sports) as an investment toward 

economic and social prosperity (Clark, 2009). 
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 Another major factor in determining why specific students participate in athletics 

while others do not is the role that the social context plays.  Specifically, the school and 

community climates play a significant role in how athletic involvement is viewed and 

whether it is encouraged or discouraged.  The research shows a general pattern that seems 

to indicate that in schools and communities that have a lower SES (socio economic 

status), students are more likely to be involved in sports (Guest & Schneider, 2003; 

Eccles & Barber, 1999), whereas in schools and communities that have a higher SES, 

other extracurricular school activities were more prominent as opposed to primarily 

athletic participation.  Regardless of these factors, participation in athletics still resulted 

in more positive outcomes than did other ESAs due to the fact, perhaps, that athletics has 

a greater positive impact on the student’s role in the school and peer culture (McNeal, 

1995; Guest & Schneider, 2003).  So we see an indication from the research that the 

social context of the school and community plays a role in determining who participates 

in athletics as well as who participates in other kinds of ESAs.  So, generally speaking, 

student-athletes are more likely to be seen as good students in schools that have lower 

academic expectations (Guest & Schneider, 2003), In contrast, students who participate 

in non-sports activities at schools that have higher academic expectations are seen as the 

good students. 

 One of the adult perceptions that is being sought through this study is the 

perception of staff members toward student-athletes.  What is the social structure and 

context within the school and classroom itself that may play a role in the amount of 

athletic participation?  Using the NELS:88 data, one study found that the overall 

perception of teachers was that ESAs are nonacademic and therefore, the teachers were 
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more focused on academic pursuits and less focused on encouraging students to be 

involved in athletics (McNeal, 1999).  The study also found that the teacher-student ratio 

played a role.  With larger classes, there was more acceptance of athletic participation.  

With smaller classes, the teacher had more ‘control’ to focus on more academic pursuits 

(McNeal, 1999).   

Student Engagement 

There has been a lot of research over the years that first and foremost addresses 

the issue of student engagement as a basis for student academic success.  For the 

purposes of this study, student engagement is being defined as a “student’s psychological 

investment in and effort directed toward learning, understanding, or mastering the 

knowledge, skills or crafts that academic work is intended to promote” (Newman, 1992, 

p. 12). One aspect of student engagement relates to the relationship that the student has 

with their teacher.  With the advent of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), there 

has been an increasing emphasis placed on rigor and relevance in the classroom.  

Historically, the concepts of rigor and relevance have been around a long time and it 

seems that they will continue to play a prominent role in the CCSS.  However, a question 

to be asked is whether rigor and relevance are even possible without a third “R”- 

relationships.  What motivates a student to work hard or to be engaged in the learning 

process?  Sometimes “we confuse obedient students with motivated students…relevance 

makes rigor possible. The problem is that what is relevant to one child is not relevant to 

the next child, which is why the third R -- which is relationships -- is so important” 

(DeWitt, 2012).  

This then becomes a question of student engagement and how that level effects 
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achievement.  “A body of literature suggests that student engagement is inextricably 

connected to academic achievement” (Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005, p. 35).  Most 

educators would agree that students need instruction that is both rigorous and relevant not 

only to the students themselves but in regards to what they will be asked and expected to 

do in the 21st century. The problem is that in order to achieve a certain level of rigor, 

there needs to be a correspondingly high level of student engagement.  If teachers do not 

have the ability and/or inclination to relate to students in a meaningful way, will those 

students be motivated to engage in the educational process? The more educators know 

about how to engage today’s students in a more meaningful and relational way, the more 

engaged students will be and thus the higher their achievement.  

In one particular study, they found that “the relationships between students and 

teachers influenced the levels of intrinsic motivation and the amount of effort students 

were willing to exert” (Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005, p. 39).  In this time of budget cuts 

and a lack of resources, it seems that some research indicates that the teacher-student 

relationship can have a positive impact regardless of the conditions that we, as educators, 

have no control over, like budgets.  Comparatively speaking, it costs very little for a 

teacher to work on being more genuine, more relational, and more engaging.  In fact, the 

previous study was done at an alternative high school where the students participating in 

the study were at risk students who faced difficulties and distractions to their education 

such as poverty, violence and growing up in an urban setting.  Even with all those 

challenges, the feedback from the participants was that “teachers can create classrooms 

that foster engagement regardless of any outside influences” (Daniels & Arapostathis, 

2005, p. 44).  Students need to be interested in what they are learning or, at the very least, 
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have something in the school environment that they are interested in (e.g. athletics or 

other ESAs). 

 In research that looked specifically at students that had aspirations for athletic 

careers, the issue of student engagement was seen as one of the primary factors present.  

It was observed that the students who were the most academically engaged in the learning 

process tended to give more attention and focus to their studies and were, overall, more 

committed to academic success, whereas the converse was seen in students that were not 

as academically engaged (Finn, 1993).  The students that were not academically engaged 

often displayed apathy towards the educational and learning process and their level of 

participation was too superficial as to make a significant positive impact (Newman, 

1992). 

One of the reasons why student engagement has been the focus of so much 

educational research as well as being identified as key to student academic success is it’s 

manipulable nature (Finn & Rock, 1997).  While there are many factors that educators 

have no control over, such as the family or economic background of a student, one thing 

that they can have at least some influence on is the level of student engagement in the 

classroom itself.  The educator “may be able to encourage engagement behaviors to 

increase a student’s chances of completing school successfully” (Finn & Rock, 1997, p. 

221).  

In another study, students noted that they appreciated teachers that made a 

difference in their education by establishing clear expectations in a respectful way and 

taking the time to explain information.  It went on to identify specific teacher traits that 

students communicated made a difference in their overall motivation.  Students were 
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more likely to be engaged if the teacher was empathetic, used positive recognition and 

respectful control (Schmakel, 2008).  Students also recognized parental push and teacher 

relationships overall as being significantly important to their engagement (Schmakel, 

2008).  What happens if we do not find a more effective way to engage students?  One 

result is obvious: “students with low levels of engagement become increasingly at risk for 

school failure and dropout” (Braddock, 2005, p. 257; McNeal, 1995; Finn, 1993).   

In a recent study that was conducted in a school that was shut down in a poor 

urban neighborhood and then reopened, students were part of a study looking at teacher 

relationships, learning and change.  The students expressed a willingness to be pushed 

and to work hard as long as the teachers were reciprocating.  In other words, the students 

were willing to engage in the learning process to the degree and to the extent that the 

teachers themselves were also engaged in the learning process and successfully 

communicated a genuine caring for students (Ayala & Galletta, 2009). 

In the research done by Finn and Rock (1997), student engagement was seen as a 

key factor in student success.  Finn and Rock (1997) defined student engagement in terms 

of regular good attendance, participating actively in class and participating in 

extracurricular activities.  The study also went on to acknowledge that student 

engagement cannot be best understood independent of social influences such as family, 

peer groups and overall school environment, but that it was something that could be 

manipulated by school policies (Finn & Rock, 1997).   When looking at the different 

levels of engagement, the highest level as defined by Finn & Rock (1997) was 

characterized by extracurricular activities and athletic participation.  Their study 

ultimately failed to prove their hypothesis that academic resilience is related to the level 
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of student engagement.  In fact, the study found no direct link between extracurricular 

activity and sustained academic achievement among at risk students (Finn & Rock, 

1997).  However, while academic achievement was not adequately identified as a 

definitive outcome of athletic participation, student engagement was identified as an 

outcome.  And studies have shown that there is a link between student engagement and 

academic achievement (Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005; Braddock, 2005; McNeal, 1995; 

Finn, 1993). 

Student Success 

Certain studies tried to determine whether academic achievement was as a result 

of physical activity in general or if being on a sports team had some specific relationship 

to a student’s academic success.  While numerous studies have indicated that there is at 

least some correlative relationship, the question remains as to whether the relationship is 

causal.  There are, in fact, some studies that have indicated no association between 

athletic participation and positive academic performance (Fisher, Juszczak & Friedman, 

1996).  When talking about student success, there are a lot of ways to define that term 

and many have tried, but a simple way to look at whether a student is being more or less 

successful would be to look at a few main categories: Grades (or GPA), attendance rate, 

and discipline rate (Videon, 2002; Zaugg, 1998, Broh, 2002; Whitley, 1999). 

As the focus of the research is narrowed down to look specifically at students who 

participated on sports teams, a relationship between sports team involvement and 

improved grades does seem to exist statistically, even if it is not always a significant or 

strong one (Whitley, 1999).  “The findings in the present analysis of a statistically 

significant association between sports team participation and a higher GPA were 
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comparable to several studies” (Fox, Barr-Anderson, Neumark-Sztainer & Wall, 2010, p. 

37).  In one study, the research indicated that the GPA for female students was higher for 

those that participated in general physical activity and in sports when compared to 

females who had not participated in either (Fox, et. al., 2010). Whereas, when the same 

study looked at males, only the males who participated on sports teams had a higher GPA 

than non-participants (Fox, et. al., 2010).  When looking at a comparison between 

different kinds of extracurricular involvement in order to determine if the type of activity 

has a significant impact on the academic outcomes, Eccles and Barber (1999) found that 

a significant relationship did exist between involvement in sports and higher GPA as 

opposed to involvement in marching band for example.  In a quantitative study looking 

specifically at the connection between academic achievement and physical fitness, a 

positive relationship was shown to exist between the two (Castelli, Hillman, Buck & 

Erwin, 2007). 

So what is it about sports and involvement on a sports team that results in higher 

academic achievement or is it the other way around?  Do afterschool activities make 

students perform at a higher level or do the higher achieving students tend to be the ones 

that get more involved in sports and other after school activities (Kronholz, 2012)?  In 

Broh’s 2002 study as well as in Marsh and Kleitman’s 2002 study, they attempted to 

address this question by using theoretical frameworks to identify some possible 

explanations for why certain students participate in athletics and other students do not.  

Both of their frameworks were similar in design and both had a “developmental” model 

(Broh, 2002; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002), which focused on the fact that through athletics 

and participation in sports, students develop traits like perseverance; they develop a 
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resiliency to hardship and they learn how to work with others.  In theory, these character 

traits would then translate into helping those students be successful in the classroom as 

well (Broh, 2002; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  The explanation by Broh (2002) focused on 

a hypothesis which states that as students gain a higher peer status because of their 

involvement in sports, they get accepted in to a more academically oriented group which 

in turn, motivates them to be more focused themselves.  The caution by Marsh in his 

study, however, is that too much involvement in extracurricular school activities (ESAs) 

can have diminishing returns (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  Involvement in one or two 

sports might motivate a student to work harder and be more focused on grades, but when 

a student gets involved in three or even more, then the student’s grades begin to suffer 

because of the time demands (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  This was called the “threshold” 

model (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  While these frameworks do not definitively give 

answers to the link between athletic participation and higher grades, they do at least give 

some possible explanations for what might actually be contributing to the academic 

success.   

Part of success in school is also staying in school, attending class, and not getting 

in trouble.  If students are not motivated to go to school, then their absence almost assures 

their failure.  Whereas, the student that is motivated to attend school regularly 

automatically increases their chances for being academically successful.  As such, 

athletic participation has been shown to significantly decrease the chances that a student 

will drop out of school, especially when compared to participation in academic and 

vocational extracurricular activities (McNeal, 1995; McNeal, 1998; Videon, 2002; 

Zaugg, 1998).  In addition, when students are not engaged or motivated, there is an 
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increase in the amount of disciplinary referrals.  In numerous studies where statistical 

analysis was done comparing athletes to non-athletes, results indicated that athletes had 

fewer disciplinary incidents as well as better rates of attendance (Videon, 2002; Zaugg, 

1998; Broh, 2002). 

Athletic Participation 

When engagement is looked at specifically through the lens of physical activity in 

general and whether it plays a role in student academic success, some of the literature on 

the topic of athletic participation (as opposed to other ESAs) seems to suggest a strong 

correlation (Lipscomb, 2006; Eitle & Eitle, 2003; Guest & Schneider, 2003).  A study 

was done that looked at fourteen different independent studies on the relationship 

between physical activity and academic achievement (Taras, 2005).  When they were 

reviewed and synthesized, half of the studies found a significant relationship between 

physical activity and increased academic achievement (Taras, 2005).  These findings 

have also been confirmed by many separate researchers and their research studies (Broh, 

2002; Field, et, al.; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006). 

In some of the literature, there is a distinction made between any general physical 

activity, school sponsored extracurricular activities, and being on actual sports teams.  

Some studies looked at exercise in general and dealt with the health benefits that come 

simply from doing physical activity (Taras, 2005; Field, et. al., 2001).  The emphasis in 

those studies focused on potential physical factors involved in academic achievement.  

For example, one author discussed the “increase in neurotransmitters, such as serotonin, 

associated with increased exercise” (Field, et. al., 2001, p. 108).  Other studies focused a 

bit more on school sponsored extracurricular activities and what specific benefits might 
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result from them.  Some of the beneficial outcomes, in multiple studies, included better 

grades, better test scores, more school engagement and higher educational aspirations 

(Fredricks & Eccles, 2006; Broh, 2002).   In the study done by Fredricks and Eccles in 

2006, they do acknowledge some gaps that will be discussed in more detail later, but one 

of the major questions they ask is in regards to self-selection.  In other words, they 

question whether studies have adjusted for what types of students choose to participate in 

athletics and others who do not. 

This knowledge is important because of potential ramifications when it comes to 

policy-making as well as budget prioritization.  The literature is clear that sports are 

attractive to students (Fisher, Juszczack & Friedman, 1996; Braddock, 2005) and that a 

correlation of positive learning outcomes can be identified (Broh, 2002; McNeal, 1995; 

Eccles & Barber, 1999; Lipscomb, 2006).  Even when compared to other extracurricular 

school activities, athletic participation has still shown a stronger correlation to positive 

learning outcomes (Eccles & Barber, 1999; Marsh 1992; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006; 

Castelli et. al., 2007).  

Obviously athletic participation is not the ‘silver bullet’ to all the problems facing 

education and there should certainly be caution in overemphasizing their importance lest 

the very thing meant to motivate and engage students becomes a detriment.  Too much 

involvement in athletics can become a law of diminishing returns that actually takes the 

attention of students away from academic pursuits (Dawkins, Braddock & Celaya, 2008; 

Eide & Ronan, 2001).  

When looking through the social capital and social context lens, there also seems 

to be some differences in outcomes.  Athletic participation seems to have more positive 
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results for some groups more than others.  For example, studies that accounted for race 

and gender found that white females and African American males benefitted more so 

than white males (Eide & Ronan, 2001; Jordan, 1999).  However, correlation is not 

causation.  And so, it is for this reason that more study needs to be done and more data 

need to be gathered in order to better understand not only if athletic participation has an 

impact, but to what degree and why.  The better we are able to understand the factors 

involved in how or why or in what context athletic participation has an impact on student 

achievement, the better we will be able to engage students and help them to be as 

successful as they can be. 

Conclusion 

 While the literature reviewed above is by no means a comprehensive treatment on 

this topic, what seems to be relatively clear is that we are still not clear on the relationship 

between participation in athletics and academic achievement.  There is a correlation of 

some type, but does athletic participation lead to higher student engagement and thus, 

greater academic achievement?  Or, does involvement in sports increase social capital, 

which then leads to greater academic achievement?  There is also the possibility that 

athletic participation draws a certain type of student that would be successful with or 

without athletics (Hauser & Lueptow, 1978).  It would be safe to say that athletic 

participation helps some students more than others to be academically successful.  

Certain types of students are also more or less likely to participate, based on race and 

gender, and also have varying degrees of academic success (McNeal, 1998; Braddock, 

2005).  Whether social capital or student engagement play a larger role in academic 

achievement in relation to athletic participation still remains to be seen.  That fact alone 
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necessitates more research and a better understanding of this phenomenon so that parents, 

site decision makers and district policy makers can make the most informed decisions 

possible when it comes to providing an environment that will allow students the 

opportunities to be as successful as possible. 

 What can be said with some certainty at this point is that based on the data 

collected and the research conducted so far, there seems to be a definite relationship 

between student involvement in athletics and student achievement.  Included in that 

relationship we see the elements of social capital and student engagement.  To what 

degree parents and staff members think that student engagement and social capital play a 

role in that relationship between athletic participation and student success is part of what 

this study intended to explore. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Organization of Study 

 The organization of this qualitative case study was designed to look at the adult 

perceptions of the impact that involvement and participation in high school athletics has 

on overall student engagement and success.  For the purposes of this study, student 

success was looked at through the lens of social capital as well as the student’s  overall 

performance regarding student grades, student attendance, and student discipline.  The 

researcher investigated the extent to which varying perceptions exist amongst different 

stakeholder groups regarding the impact of athletic involvement.  Furthermore, the 

researcher wished to examine the extent to which people perceive athletic involvement in 

aiding in student engagement.  Regardless of the current economic climate, decisions will 

always have to be made regarding how to most effectively spend public funds and in 

what programs those monies should be invested.  The findings from this study could be 

used to help inform site and district level decision-makers as they try to determine what 

policies and programs will help students most in terms of student engagement and 

success as well as which programs should be prioritized based on the support from the 

different stakeholder groups. 

 As it relates to the new funding model that has been created and implemented 

specifically in California, community feedback and input may have a significant impact 

on future decisions regarding the prioritization of the spending of public funds.  The 

Local Control Funding Formula has led to the possibility that local school boards can 

spend more or less money based on the things that the local community feels should be 

priorities in their local schools.   
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Research Questions 

The research questions that guided this study were as follows: 

1. How does student involvement in high school athletics influence adult 

perceptions of overall student engagement? 

a. What impact does student involvement in athletics have on the 

perceptions of school staff members toward the student-athletes? 

b. What impact does student involvement in athletics have on the 

perceptions of parents toward their students and the school 

environment? 

2. How do parents and staff perceive the role that high school athletic 

programs play in overall student success? 

Chapter Organization 

Throughout this chapter, the researcher will inform the reader regarding the 

research tradition that was used to conduct this study and why that methodology was the 

best suited to this study.  The research setting and participants will be described along 

with information regarding the data collection process.  This will include a description of 

what data sources were utilized and why, what instruments were used to collect data, 

along with the procedures for the collection and analysis of that data.  Lastly, attention 

will also be given to the role of the researcher in this study including the 

acknowledgment of any prior assumptions and/or beliefs. 
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Research Design/Tradition 

Research Design 

The researcher utilized the case study tradition as the methodology for studying 

the topic.  In general, a case study can be defined as being “an intensive description and 

analysis of a bounded social phenomenon...be this a social unit or a system” (Bloomberg 

& Volpe, 2012, p. 31).  In looking at the potential research designs and traditions that 

addressed the research questions and purpose, the characteristics of a case study seemed 

to fit the best.  Some of those characteristics included being bounded, particularistic, 

descriptive and heuristic (Merriam, 2009).  This was a bounded study in which the 

researcher looked at a particular group of adults within a particular school site through 

the utilization of interviews, a focus group and a site-wide survey.  The study was a 

particularistic study because the researcher wanted to look at a specific (or particular) 

situation or phenomenon that deals with everyday practices.  The study was also 

descriptive because the researcher tried to look for literal descriptions of the topic in 

question.  The study was heuristic in the hope that it would not only confirm what is 

known, but also expand on the reader’s experience and give some new meaning that 

might affect future policy and practice. 

Research Tradition 

 The lens or framework that the researcher used to look at the topic was 

ethnographic in nature.  Ethnography is a research tradition that looks at common 

behaviors, patterns and/or practices of a particular group of people that ultimately 

provides meaning and a context to the descriptions of the researcher (Schram, 2006).  

Culture has been described as an abstract social construct and thus can be applied to 
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almost any social group (Schramm, 2006).  According to Bloomberg and Volpe (2012), 

an ethnographic study allows the researcher to look at a social group in a natural setting 

and to closely examine its customs and practices.  Some of the basic assumptions of the 

ethnographic researcher are that (1) human behavior is highly variable and locally 

specific; (2) social behavior reflects iterative patterns of ideal behavior, actual behavior 

and projective behavior; (3) it is only possible for the researcher to discern these patterns 

only through experience (observing-participant) and inquiry; (4) ethnography cannot 

completely or totally describe anything, but rather, partial in nature, bounded and from a 

specific perspective (Schramm, 2006).   

Research Purpose and Questions 

 Thus, the researcher determined that the case study tradition was the most 

appropriate methodology to address the purpose and research questions of the study due 

to the fact that in looking at what impact adult perceptions have on the engagement and 

success of students that are involved in and participate in high school athletics, the case 

study approach would allow the researcher to develop an in-depth analysis using multiple 

sources of data including interviews, a focus group, a survey, and other extant data.  The 

case study approach combined with the ethnographic tradition also enabled the researcher 

to look at the adults who worked with student-athletes as a specific group or culture 

within the school setting who have their own unique ways of communicating, behaving 

and interacting with others.  By utilizing this tradition, the researcher was able to obtain a 

thick description of that particular group’s culture and shared meanings. 
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Research Setting/Context 

Demographics 

 The researcher conducted the study at Mountain View High School (pseudonym) 

in the high desert region of southern California.  The school is a large comprehensive 

public high school and is one of eight comprehensive high schools in a high school only 

district.  There are approximately 3200 students and about 200 staff and faculty.  

Demographically, the school is about 75% Hispanic, 15% African-American, 10% white 

and about 5% “other.”  The school is the second newest school in the district and is just 

over ten years old.  It was established with an emphasis on academic achievement and 

preparing students for college.  The school has a large and active AVID organization 

(Advancement Via Individual Determination), which also adds to and enhances the 

college going culture on campus.  The school also has a large and successful Advanced 

Placement program.  In recent years, the school has had the most students taking and 

passing AP exams than any other school in the district. 

 Even with the academic emphasis and pockets of success, the students of 

Mountain View High School have still had challenges and hurdles to overcome. 

Approximately 40% of the student body is on free and reduced lunch.  There is a large 

population of students with disabilities (approx. 430) along with an EL population of 

about 20%.  Mountain View High School also has one of the largest populations of foster 

youth in Los Angeles County. These and other challenges have led to continued 

achievement gaps amongst the different subgroups. 
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Site Selection 

The researcher chose this site for the study by using a criterion based, purposeful 

sampling strategy (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012, p. 248).  The strategy chosen had to do 

with the purpose of the study, which was to explore the adult perceptions of how athletic 

involvement impacts student engagement and student success for secondary students.  

The rationale for selecting this site in particular was that it provided a large sample from 

which the researcher was able to use a stratified purposeful strategy to choose the most 

information rich participants possible and in a way that identified specific subgroups and 

allow for comparisons (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Access and Role as a Researcher 

 The site the researcher chose also provided a lot of accessibility due to the fact 

that the researcher was an administrator in the same district.  As such, the researcher was 

not the primary gatekeeper for the research site, but realized that whatever the researcher 

did must be done with the permission and support of the district.  The researcher gained 

permission from the superintendent regarding his role as a doctoral student and the 

primary researcher of this study.  The superintendent was supportive and heartily gave his 

consent for the researcher to conduct the research on site.  As an administrator, the 

researcher was able to have access to staff members and parents who could potentially 

make up the bulk of the research participants.  The researcher has spent the last few years 

building trusting relationships and rapport with many of the potential participants and this 

also gave him a significant amount of access. 

 The researcher realized that in his role as a district administrator and researcher 

that there might be some difficulty in regards to keeping those roles separate when 
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needed.  The researcher had to be mindful of the fact that his position in the district might 

have influenced the responses collected, so there had to be an awareness of how things 

like friendship, connection or issues of power might have affected the research and 

results (Glesne, 2011, p. 146).  Being a principal in the district could have possibly 

influenced people to tell the researcher what they thought he wanted to hear.  For others, 

the position of the researcher might have caused them to be fearful about giving the 

“wrong” answer or data.  Therefore, the researcher had to account for how his position 

and role on campus could potentially impact the study positively as well as negatively.  

As such, the researcher used self-reflection as a method of self-checking as well as 

member checking and peer feedback to help mitigate the potential for bias. 

Research Sample and Data Sources 

 In looking at the perceptions of the impact that student involvement in athletics 

has on the secondary level, the researcher used staff members who have regular contact 

with student-athletes, and parents of student-athletes as the primary data sources in this 

study.  The majority of the data was thus drawn from interviews and a focus group.  

Some of the qualitative data also came from a survey protocol that the entire staff was 

asked to complete. The select group of parents and staff members were asked to take part 

in the focus group and interviews.  The researcher also utilized data collected from some 

document analysis. 

Sampling 

 As part of the participant selection process, the researcher used a combination of 

sampling strategies.   The researcher began by using a criterion based sampling strategy 

combined with a purposeful random sampling (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  The 
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participants in the study varied in age and roles, but the common criterion were that the 

adult participants were to be a parent of a student-athlete or a staff member who had 

regular contact with a student-athlete.  The researcher also chose participants using a 

random purposeful strategy.  After the initial pool had been selected, randomization was 

used to help protect against any potential bias on the part of the researcher and to be able 

to better generalize the results (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).   

As a gatekeeper in the district (and with permission of the superintendent), the 

researcher was able to utilize the school email system to ask the staff for initial 

volunteers.  The researcher then screened those who had expressed interest to see if they 

met the criteria.  If they did, they were sent an invitation along with informed consent 

forms to participate in the study to those that had been randomly selected.  The researcher 

thus followed a similar process for the parents that would be part of the focus group 

utilizing other means of communication like emails and phone contact by school 

personnel that were willing to aid in the randomized selection of those particular 

participants. Once they accepted the offer to participate, the participants were invited to 

take part in one of the multiple protocols being used (survey, interview or focus group) 

and then provided with the appropriate informed and participation consent forms. 

The purpose of the study was, again, to look at adult perceptions of student 

engagement and success (as defined by grades, attendance and discipline) in relation to 

student involvement in athletics at the secondary level.  Using the criteria of athletic 

involvement, the researcher was able to get participants that provided some rich 

information based on personal experience.  Being purposeful and random also led to the 
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selection of participants that were able to provide an in depth and information rich case 

(Glesne, 2011). 

Research Participants   

The staff members who were interviewed were selected due to their contact or 

relationships with student-athletes.  The parents in this study were selected by virtue of 

having a child who is or has been involved in at least one sport per school year.  The 

anonymous survey went out to the entire school staff and there were 55 responses.  As a 

result of these three protocols, there were a total of 66 participants that made up three 

main groups of participants (parents, criterion based staff members, and random staff 

members). 

It is important to address the ethical implications of the study at this point.  All the 

participants who participated in the focus group or who were interviewed were provided 

the opportunity to give informed consent and they were also given assurances that they 

would have confidentiality in the study (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009).  Those who 

participated in the anonymous survey were also informed of the confidentiality due to 

their anonymity.  In order for the data to be as trustworthy as possible, the participants 

were provided the confidence of confidentiality so that they would be as honest and open 

as possible without having to be under duress in the interview process or worrying about 

things they might have said being somehow used against them or to misrepresent them.  

Another strategy that was used to ensure ethical treatment of the participants was member 

checking.  This allowed the participants access to the data in order to provide feedback as 

to its accuracy and whether they believed that what they said was being represented 

accurately.  The researcher also used codes and pseudonyms to further protect the identity 
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of the participants in the reporting of the findings.  Lastly, the IRB process was utilized to 

help the researcher to make sure that the research was as transparent as possible and that 

the participants were fully aware of the parameters of the case study. 

Data Collection Instruments 

 In this study, the researcher purposefully used multiple instruments to collect 

data.  The researcher determined that he would use a survey protocol, a focus group 

protocol, and an interview protocol to collect data regarding the adult perceptions of the 

impact of athletic participation in high school on student engagement and success.  By 

using multiple data-collecting instruments, the researcher was able to triangulate the data 

to better and more accurately identify emerging themes (Glesne, 2011; Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2012). 

Survey Protocol 

 After contacting the principal of the research site and obtaining permissions 

regarding the timing, the researcher administered a survey to the school staff that 

included multiple choice and free response questions.  The survey was electronically 

administered and was made up of primarily Likert-scale style questions with a few open-

ended questions in order to obtain at least some level of early perceptions and 

experiences (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  After getting specific permission through the 

gatekeepers at the site and with the consent of the participants, the researcher 

administered the survey in order to gain a general profile and overview of the 

participant’s general experiences and perceptions of how athletic involvement in high 

school has affected their perceptions of student’s involvement in high school athletics.  

The Likert-style questions were designed to gauge their overall experience and 
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perceptions on a scale of one to five with one being ‘not at all’ and five being ‘always’.  

The free response questions were designed to allow for participants to give more 

qualitative responses in regards to their perceptions (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  One of 

the reasons the researcher chose the survey method was to get data from school staff in 

particular that was relatively easy to administer and non-threatening (Fowler, 1993).  

Focus Group Protocol 

 The researcher conducted a semi-structured, open and depth-probing focus group 

(Glesne, 2011).  The focus group format provided the opportunity to gain a deeper 

understanding of how the participants think or feel about the impact of athletic 

participation on student engagement and success (Glesne, 2011).  The focus group 

session consisted of six people lasting around two hours (Morgan, 1997).  Ten people had 

agreed to participate and had been scheduled to attend but at the time the focus group was 

scheduled to occur, there were a few no shows.  When follow up contact was made, three 

of them agreed to provide feedback to the questions through electronic means.  The 

questions for the focus group were developed from the research questions themselves and 

focused on the purpose of the study, which is to explore the perceptions of, and attitudes 

toward athletic participation and the impact that participation might have on student 

success.  The focus group protocol allowed the researcher to collect reactions quickly 

from a range of participants (Morgan, 1997).  The focus group session preceded the 

interviews that were conducted so that the researcher could use data from the focus group 

to inform the interview questions and to also build on things that came out of the focus 

group session.  Armed with the knowledge that the focus group session was being 

recorded, the researcher knew that it would be possible to go back to more deeply analyze 
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and code the data.  This allowed more freedom to give attentiveness to the responses and 

to only take selective notes on responses that the researcher wished to return to in more 

depth when coding the data. 

Interview Protocol 

 After doing some initial analysis and coding of the data derived from the surveys 

and focus groups, the researcher conducted six separate interviews in order to reflect on 

and go even deeper with the data collected from the surveys and the focus group sessions. 

The interviews were administered to a select number of participants made up primarily of 

staff members from the original group of those who expressed interest based on the 

qualifying criteria and who had already given their informed consent.  The questions 

were primarily focused on the participants overall experience with students who were 

involved in athletic participation and then went deeper and more specifically into 

participation in the athletic programs at the particular site involved in the research study.  

The interviews were approximately 30-45 minutes in duration and were conducted at 

times and in locations that were most convenient to the participants in which they felt the 

most comfortable.  The interviews were primarily semi-structured (Bernard, 1994).   

Along with the data from the surveys and focus group, the interview questions were 

informed by the research questions in order to develop more probing questions in regards 

to the overall purpose of the study (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009). 

Data Collection Procedures 

 In the study, which dealt with how the perceptions of parents, faculty, and staff 

toward participation in high school athletic programs might impact student engagement 

and achievement, the researcher thus administered a participant survey, conducted a 



	  

	  

49 

focus group as well as several semi-structured interviews to collect the data.  The 

protocols for each of these instruments are located in the appendices and flowed directly 

out of the research purpose and questions. 

Survey 

 After obtaining permission through the gatekeepers of the site and informed 

consent from the participants, the researcher administered a survey protocol 

electronically that was utilized to obtain an early baseline of information regarding their 

perceptions of how athletic involvement might impact student engagement and 

achievement.  The researcher first identified and invited potential participants based a 

specific criterion that is centered on athletic involvement.  The researcher then used a 

random purposeful sampling strategy to select participants from those who had responded 

to the invitation (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). After adapting the survey protocol and 

modifying it slightly for each specific group of participants, it was determined that by 

sending it out anonymously to the entire staff, the researcher would gain a wider range of 

responses regarding adult perceptions.  The random purposeful strategy was still utilized 

for the focus group and interviews, but the wider scope of the survey allowed for 

perceptions of adults that varied more in their levels of interaction with student-athletes. 

The survey protocol was administered in November of 2015, while the other 

instrument protocols followed early in the spring.  The survey questions were related to 

and informed by the main research questions regarding participant’s perceptions 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  He researcher used the data to ensure that the questions 

that were to be asked in the focus group and interviews would tie into and drill down on 
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the questions from the survey responses, while at the same time, addressing the main 

purpose of the study.   

Focus Group 

 The second data collection method that was utilized was a focus group.  After 

analyzing the themes and trends that the survey data seemed to produce, the researcher 

used that information to ensure that the focus group questions provided the opportunity to 

explore those themes and trends in a deeper way (Glesne, 2011).  The researcher 

conducted one focus group session that focused primarily on the parents of student- 

athletes.  There was an attempt to keep the size of the group somewhat low in order to 

maintain and easy and consistent flow of information (Morgan, 1997).  Ten participants 

agreed to attend but a few had complications and were unable to attend in person.  At a 

later date, there was email correspondence with those participants and they chose to 

respond to the questions in written form. 

 The focus group session was conducted in the early spring of 2016, after the 

researcher had administered, collected, and organized the data from the survey protocol.  

As part of the invitation procedure, participants were asked about availability for focus 

group participation.  Once the scheduled time was agreed to, the focus group was 

conducted on site, after school hours and in a comfortable location in the library.  It lasted 

about two hours.  The focus groups included questions that were semi-structured.  They 

were asked seven main questions that with sub questions that were intended to help create 

more dialogue as well as to drill down in a deeper way.  The researcher moderated the 

focus group in order to keep the conversations focused on the main research questions.  

Once the group arrived, they were greeted and welcomed.  The purpose of the focus 
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group time was thoroughly explained and there was time given to introductions in case 

they did not know one another.  The focus group discussion protocol was provided, 

discussed, and agreed to before commencement of the focus group session.  It had been 

planned to conduct another focus group after the interview protocols had been completed, 

as a follow up, and to enhance the information that came out of the interviews.  However, 

time did not permit that due to the difficulty in getting enough people to agree to a 

specific time and place to meet.  The researcher thus began the process of analyzing the 

transcripts of the focus group by coding and networking the data from them. 

Interviews 

 The researcher conducted a half dozen interviews with staff and faculty utilizing 

the data from the focus group and survey.  The semi-structured interviews were 

conducted early in the spring semester of 2016 and were administered in several different 

locations during and after school hours based on what was most convenient for each of 

the participants.  Two of the interviews were conducted in the Principal’s Conference 

room, one of them was conducted in a classroom and the rest were conducted in the 

participants homes due to those participants indicating that they were more comfortable 

in those locations.  After the initial greetings and welcome, the interviews were multi-

part, in-depth interviews that focused on background, interactions and reflections (Smith, 

2011).   

Document Data Collection 

 For this study, the researcher also looked at school data related to the grades, 

attendance and discipline statistics of athletes in order to identify some general trends and 

patterns throughout the spring and fall of 2015.  These general trends and patterns aided 
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in the development of questions that were then used in the collection of data through the 

protocols from participants.  The data gleaned from this information also helped to 

connect the research questions to the various data instruments (Glesne, 2011). 

Data Analysis Procedures 

This qualitative case study utilized data derived from survey responses, as well as 

the transcriptions of interview and focus group protocols.  Once the data was gathered, a 

thematic analysis of the data was utilized to provide a detailed description by identifying 

main themes and patterns of information (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).   

Preliminary Analysis 

In the preliminary stage of data analysis, the researcher took the time to think 

about and recognize his roles as a researcher (Glesne, 2011).  The researcher was aware 

of the need to take steps to protect against researcher bias throughout the research process 

by utilizing methods like reflective discussions, member checking, and peer review of the 

data (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  Reflective discussions with colleagues made it 

possible to identify patterns and themes as the researcher meditated over the data 

collected.  Member checking was utilized by having participants review some of the data 

to ensure that it was being recorded and communicated accurately. The researcher also 

utilized the resources of other educational leaders and fellow researchers to review the 

collection and analysis procedures in order to help identify any potential gaps or 

inconsistencies in the findings.  The researcher also wanted to be conscious of protecting 

the human subjects in the case study by going through a process of getting permissions 

from the gatekeepers on site.  It was important to make sure to always obtain informed 

consent from the subjects, and pseudonyms were used when required to further protect 
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the anonymity of the participants as well as to obtain the most objective and accurate data 

possible (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  Using survey, interview, and focus group 

protocols, the first steps of analysis were begun by transcribing the interviews as well as 

analyzing the field notes and survey results.  The researcher continued that process by 

redacting personally identifying information and using random digit identifiers to keep 

participants anonymous (Glesne, 2011).  The researcher then proceeded with a de-

naturalized transcription approach, to identify early concepts, segment the data, and begin 

to form raw data codes using a matrix to organize and code the data. 

Thematic Analysis 

In the thematic stage, the researcher began to try to dig deeper into the data by 

clarifying the codes and applying those identified codes across the raw data to confirm 

their validity and consistency.  The researcher then went on to develop code families and 

themes from the data that were tied to the theoretical framework and research questions 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012) 

Interpretation 

In the interpretation stage, identified themes (or networks) were used to begin 

drawing some initial data-driven conclusions.  The researcher regularly referred back to 

the theoretical framework and RQ's to make sure that any conclusions were not only 

valid but demonstrated a justifiable and identifiable connection to the research purpose.  

Though it had been planned to use a computer-aided qualitative data analysis software 

(CAQDAS) like ATLAS.ti to help identify patterns, find conceptual themes, code the 

qualitative data, and then organize it into manageable chunks and quotes that could be 

used for the interpretation and findings, the researcher found that manually hand coding 
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the data allowed for the process of data collection to be more intimate and in touch with 

the RQs. 

Timeline 

 The first stage of data collection involved administering the survey protocol in 

October –November of 2015.  The researcher then proceeded to use some of the data 

from the survey protocol to aid in developing probing questions that were used during the 

focus groups in late January of 2016.  After the focus group, several interviews were 

conducted in January and February of 2016.  The transcription of the focus group and 

interviews took place immediately after they were conducted with the analysis of all the 

data being concluded by late February of 2016.  

Researcher Roles 

 The researcher was continually conscience of the fact that, in that role, he served 

many other roles that might have affected the way participants responded to the 

protocols.  As a researcher, the emphasis was on learning more about how different adults 

perceive the impact of student involvement in athletics and whether or not athletics is 

seen as a valuable tool of student success.  The researcher was also looking at the topic 

through the lens of being an educational leader and specifically, the principal of a 

comprehensive school site.  As a principal, the desire to see the staff and students being 

as successful as possible was paramount.  The researcher desired to know what role 

athletic involvement plays in the pursuit of success in learning outcomes?  As a doctoral 

student conducting the research, there was a constant striving to keep the focus on the 

research questions, but also with the hope that there was a way to apply the information 
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gained in this study to help inform the practice of specific sites as well as the practice of 

others within the district.   

Researcher Bias 

 As a former high school athlete and coach, the researcher had certain 

presuppositions regarding the value of athletic involvement on the secondary level. The 

researcher has generally viewed athletic involvement as a positive motivator for students 

that got them more engaged in the educational process as well as motivating students to 

strive for higher academic achievement.  Athletics can help students to be more engaged, 

give them an additional reason to come to school, inspire them to make better choices, 

and encourage them to put in more effort academically. 

 As the researcher went over the data that was collected throughout the research 

and data collection process, there was a conscious effort make sure that the data 

collection methods were not leading in any way.  When thinking through the protocols 

there was thoughtful planning that went into how the protocols were conducted (survey, 

focus group and interview). The researcher tried to ensure the validity and credibility of 

the questions by structuring and wording them in such a way that the researcher’s own 

bias would not come out and lead the respondents down any predetermined or pre-

suppositional direction or path. 

Effects of the Researcher on the Case 

 The researcher tried to be continuously aware that any bias could affect the way in 

which the answers to the focus group or interview questions might be interpreted.  The 

existing bias might even have affected the way the statistical data from the survey might 

be interpreted.  Therefore, there was an attempt to take steps to ensure objectivity in the 
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way the research was conducted and the way in which the data was interpreted.  This was 

accomplished by being careful not to communicate any advocacy for athletics 

specifically or in general but rather, it was communicated clearly that in the role as a 

researcher, honest and accurate feedback is what was most sought after.  As the former 

principal of the school at which the research was conducted, there was a special effort 

made to guard against the respondents telling the researcher what they thought he wanted 

to hear or participants wanting to please the researcher because of the position of 

influence the researcher once held.  As an administrator, the researcher was conscience of 

the fact that he could affect a student’s grades or a teacher’s standing.  Therefore, the 

researcher had to be very clear and purposeful in communicating the desire for the 

participants to see the researcher as just that and that the information they had shared 

would only be used for that purpose. 

Effect of the Case on the Researcher 

 As the researcher began to collect the data, he also had to be conscious of the 

possibility that he might emphasize or identify themes that confirmed what was already 

believed to be characteristic of the positive impact of student involvement in athletics.  In 

thinking about and reflecting on the respondents that would be selected for this study, the 

researcher was careful and purposeful, in a randomized way, to select those in which he 

could be confident were not selected because the researcher knew them to have a 

favorable view of athletics that would influence their responses.  In addition, the 

researcher had to be careful to maintain the role of researcher and not to try to “fix” 

issues that arose or became evident in the data collection and coding process.  If the 

researcher were to use information gleaned from the data to try to immediately address 
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site-specific issues, it would have certainly compromised the objectivity of the study and 

possibly even influenced the way people were willing to respond to future inquiries 

throughout the research process. 

Strategies to Address Bias 

 As the biases of the researcher and those of the respondents were considered, a 

number of strategies were implemented to try to mitigate those influences on the findings 

of this study.  Firstly, the researcher attempted to utilize reflexive writing/journaling as a 

way to check against his own biases.  This process proved difficult, as it was new to the 

researcher and due to the fact that the researcher tends to be more verbal and auditory by 

nature.  As a result, member checks were utilized by having the respondents themselves 

as well as objective fellow educators look at the data to confirm that the data was being 

accurately recorded and interpreted.  The triangulation of data was also utilized as a 

primary strategy in order to maintain a consistency within the findings.  This was 

accomplished by using interviews, a survey, and, a focus group as well as document 

analysis in order to check the data against itself.  Throughout the process the researcher 

also continually asked colleagues and peers to review the data to make sure that the 

interpretations were consistent and valid. 

Summary 

To sum up, the research conducted for this topic was done through an 

ethnographic case study tradition that focused on the adult perceptions of the impact of 

athletic involvement on student engagement and success in a secondary setting. The case 

study included a focus group, interviews and a Likert-scale style survey.  The questions 

for the focus group and interviews were informed by and came out of the main research 
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questions.  The participants were selected from those who expressed an interest in 

participating in the study using a criterion based selection method (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2012).  The participants included school staff members who have had interaction 

specifically with student-athletes in the classroom or through athletic programs, as well 

as parents of student-athletes.  The data was collected and analyzed using qualitative 

methods that allowed the researcher to code and organize the information into specific 

categories and patterns, which then informed the findings and conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND RESULTS 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, the researcher will give an overview of the results and findings 

that came about as a result of the research that was conducted during several semi-

structured interviews, a focus group, a staff-wide survey and document analysis.  The 

chapter will begin with an overview of the purpose of the study along with a brief 

description of the participants, the methodology, and the theoretical framework that 

guided the study.   

The findings are presented in light of and framed by the research questions that 

guided this study, which to restate, were as follows: 

1. How does student involvement in high school athletics influence adult 

perceptions of overall student engagement? 

a. What impact does student involvement in athletics have on the 

perceptions of school staff members toward the student-athletes? 

b. What impact does student involvement in athletics have on the 

perceptions of parents toward their students and the school 

environment? 

2. How do parents and staff perceive the role that high school athletic 

programs play in overall student success? 

In addition, the findings will be analyzed through the lens of the theoretical 

framework of social capital.  The findings will begin by addressing the first research 

question as well as the two sub questions that relate to how adult perceptions of student 

engagement are influenced by student involvement in high school athletics. This was 
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done by looking at the adult staff member perceptions and parent perceptions specifically 

towards student engagement and through the lens of athletic involvement.  Secondly, the 

researcher will present the findings related to the parent and staff perceptions of how 

student success is impacted or influenced by athletic involvement on the high school 

level. 

Study Context 

 The purpose of this study was to look specifically at the adult perceptions of 

student engagement and student success as influenced and/or impacted by student 

involvement in athletics.  This study attempted to focus on adult perceptions from a 

qualitative standpoint in order to fill some of the gaps in the existing research, which has 

looked at this topic primarily through either a quantitative lens or, when it has been 

treated qualitatively, it has been largely from a student perspective.  Since the decision 

makers in educational institutions are adults, the researcher attempted to gain insight and 

understanding into the perceptions that adults have regarding the impact that athletics has 

on student engagement and student success.   

 Social capital was the basic theoretical framework that was used as the 

primary lens through which to look at adult perceptions of student involvement in high 

school athletic programs and the impact that that involvement might have had on the 

overall student success.  The “social capital” framework, in its basic form, “refers to 

features of social organization, such as trust, networks and norms, that improve the 

productiveness of individuals and groups” (Braatz & Putnam, 1996, p. 2). So, the idea is 

that social capital (including the connections between individuals that have been 

established as a result of membership, and participation in certain specific social 
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networks) facilitates the development of obligation and trust that supports institutional 

structures such as what we see in schools through athletic teams and other specifically 

defined groups (Braatz & Putnam, 1996).  Historically, the social capital theory 

postulated that as culture began to shift more towards higher divorce rates, more single-

parent households, and increased sub-urbanization, that peer relationships, such as is seen 

within schools, were becoming increasingly important and influential (Braatz & Putnam, 

1996; Olson, 2006).  The next step in this process was to investigate how adults perceive 

this phenomenon to be impacting school on the student level and to determine what 

impact those perceptions might have on decision-making. 

In conducting this study, the researcher used primarily qualitative methods in the 

overall design of the research.  There was some quantitative data collected from the 

school’s information system in order to compare adult perceptions with actual school data 

on student success.  However, the majority of the data collected was qualitative and 

consisted of an anonymous staff survey to get overall impressions, a focus group 

consisting solely of parents, and interviews with staff and faculty.  In looking at adult 

perceptions, it was decided that the focus would be on one particular school site within a 

district that would be a typical representative of high schools that have a large selection 

of athletic programs and that could be used to somewhat generalize the findings. 

The school site was chosen based its status as a typical and representative high 

school within the district in which the researcher is employed. Demographically and 

culturally, the school site chosen was a fair and general representation of the district as a 

whole, so the possibility exists that the findings might conceivably be applied or 

transferred to other sites within the district. 
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Data 

 As an overview, the data for this study was collected and analyzed over about a 

three-month period beginning in the fall of 2015 and going into the spring of 2016.  The 

school-wide survey (with quantitative and qualitative data) was administered using 

Google Survey and was thus also analyzed using the same program.  Through Google 

Docs, the researcher was able to download the qualitative data into a spreadsheet where it 

was analyzed through the identification of themes and codes.  It was also through the use 

of Google Docs, that the data was stored and organized.  All of the individual interviews 

and the focus group were digitally recorded and transcribed.  Very soon after each 

recording, the researcher went back and listened to the recordings in order to document 

early themes and make field notes. 

 The staff survey was a digital survey that was administered school-wide and 

contained 13 questions in total.  Six of the questions utilized a Likert scale methodology 

where the staff was asked to respond to questions on a scale of “1” representing the “low” 

end of the scale, and “5” representing the “high” end of the scale.  The survey also 

included three questions that were qualitative in nature and allowed staff to provide data 

that was rich in its descriptions of their perceptions on the impact of student involvement 

in athletics.  There were 55 total respondents to the survey, which represented about one-

third of the total school staff.    

 The focus group was comprised of six parents who have either had or currently 

have students that are involved in the school’s athletic programs.  There were a total of 

seven questions, which were semi-structured and open-ended in nature in order to allow 

the parents to provide detailed and descriptive feedback on the topic.  The focus group 
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lasted approximately one hour and parents were given the opportunity to add anything to 

the discussion that was not specifically asked in the questions.  The focus group was 

recorded, transcribed verbatim, and then analyzed and coded using codes that emerged 

from the RQs and the theoretical framework. 

 The study also consisted of six individual interviews that were also semi-

structured by design with open-ended and probing questions.  Those invited to participate 

were done so with certain criterion in mind.  The researcher wanted to ensure that the 

staff members to be interviewed had a bit more experience with student-athletes.  The 

following are the pseudonyms for the six interviewees and their positions: Joan (Vice 

Principal of Athletics), Tim (Athletic Director), Priscilla (Athletic Secretary), Curtis 

(teacher and coach), Shay (teacher and coach), and Donna (teacher and coach).  

The interviews were scheduled and conducted in times and places in which the 

participants felt most comfortable.  Each interview lasted anywhere from 45 minutes to 

one hour.  Each interview was digitally recorded and the researcher listened to each 

interview in order to record initial thoughts and impressions before they were transcribed 

verbatim for the purpose of deeper analysis through the coding process.  Once transcribed 

and coded, all digital transcripts were organized and managed using Google Docs and 

Microsoft Excel. 

 In addition to the survey, a focus group, and interviews, there was also some 

document analysis conducted by utilizing the school information system (PowerSchool).  

Specifically, a random sampling of students was utilized to compare the grades, 

attendance rate and discipline rate of athletes and non-athletes in the school.  This was 

done in order to test the hypothesis of numerous research studies utilized for this study as 
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well as to verify and/or contradict the perceptions of staff and faculty regarding the 

relationship between athletic involvement and student success.   

 The emphasis throughout the study, and guided by its design, was to obtain adult 

perceptions on the general topic of student involvement in athletics.  As the data was 

analyzed and coded through the lens the social capital framework, the “mediating 

channels” that Braddock (2005) identified as connecting athletic participation to 

academic success begin to emerge.  As a reminder, the mediating channels are as follows:  

Figure 4.0 Mediating Channels Toward Academic Success 

 

In light of this, the findings will also be organized by way of these mediating channels. 

Research Question 1: Findings and Analysis 

 The first research question asked, “How does student involvement in high school 

athletics influence adult perceptions of overall student engagement?” The intent was to 

gain insight into how adults viewed students and their level of engagement based on the 

fact that they were involved in athletics.  This question was thus broken down into two 

Sub-RQs that focused on staff members as a distinct group and on parents as a separate 

Social	  Capital	   Cultural	  Capital	  

Student	  Engagement	   Personal	  Resilience	  

"Mediating	  
Channels"	  
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but distinct group as well.  As the data was analyzed and coded, certain themes emerged 

that aligned with the mediating channels even though the participants used language that 

was specific and unique to them.  The first clear theme that emerged was that adults 

perceived student involvement in athletics to be something that provided the opportunity 

for students to gain social and cultural capital. 

Social and Cultural Capital  

 Social capital is about building relationships and/or a network of relationships that 

allow members of a community to gain assets and to benefit.  In addition, those 

relationships are the basis for accessing resources and information necessary to succeed 

(Andriani, 2013).  One of the ways that this was verbalized by staff members and parents 

was when they talked about the students being “part of a team,” or the students learning 

what it means to “belong” to something: 

The best part about having a student-athlete is it gives them an opportunity to 

participate in something bigger than themselves; it allows them to work as a team 

and have motivation to succeed. 

One of the survey participants talked about the fact that student-athletes are less trouble 

in class because of their ability to understand the concepts of teamwork and 

collaboration: 

…They understand teamwork and collaboration. That they are just part of the 

equation and others have responsibilities too. These students on average are also 

not huge discipline problems in class. 

Another staff member stated that student-athletes “have a responsibility to team, 

academics, something greater than themselves.”   
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While interviewing Joan, the vice principal of athletics, she stated that athletic 

involvement provides students the following: 

I think it gives them a sense of ‘they're not the only one in the world.’ You know, 

give them a sense of, I guess the word, citizenship. But I think it goes beyond that 

because they have to- when you're in athletics, and I'm generalizing, you are part 

of a team. You are part of a body that, for the most part, has to work together. 

As students feel more included and a part of what is happening at school, the more 

positive they feel about school in general which then transfers to making the campus a 

more positive learning environment. As Curtis described it: 

…the more involved kids are, the more included that they feel, the more part of 

the team, part of the family they feel, the more positive they're going to be, the 

better leadership skills they're going to learn, and all that's going to transfer on the 

campus. 

It is not just the students that benefit from those relationships.  The staff members that 

work with these students benefit as well and the social capital begins to go both 

directions.  As one teacher/coach verbalized: 

I’d say the most positive thing is just connecting with kids and building 

relationships with them…you earn their trust, get them plugged into a team and 

by the time they’re a junior, they’re taking AP classes and all of a sudden that 

student is interested in, “hey, maybe I can go to college.” 

Many student-athletes do not start out thinking that they are going to be playing sports or 

be on a team when they enter high school.  In many cases, students are recruited by other 

students or a specific staff member to come out for a particular team that they had not 
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planned on joining but then end up enjoying the experience.  One of the coaches 

interviewed described it this way:  

I think for most kids, they want to belong. They want to join. They'll join a club, 

but, oftentimes, it turns into athletics. I think for some kids, they just want to 

belong to something. That's the beauty, I think, in ours is, there's lots of 

opportunities for kids to join things. A kid that has no physical talent, still, there's 

a place for that kid in a lot of different sports at our school because we're not 

competitive at every sport. If a kid can't make the basketball team, the kid will go 

out for the tennis team or the golf team…it's generally self-serving because 

they're doing it for them and then after they get in, they find out that they develop 

relationships with other students and then, sometimes, with their adult, with their 

peer, they get mentored. I would hope that it's positive in the general sense 

because there's always a place for kids that want to belong and want to join. 

Looking back at the historical root of social capital as a theoretical framework, James 

Coleman was looking at the breakdown of the traditional family and began to theorize 

about the rise in importance and significance of peer relationships as well as the network 

of relationships outside the traditional family.  When a student does not have a strong 

home life or if their home life could be described as dysfunctional or even a negative 

influence in that student’s life, what hope does that student have for being successful or 

learning what they need to learn about relationships in order to be successful?  One place 

that students can learn and gain social capital is through the athletic experience.  Priscilla, 

a long time athletic secretary, does not have the daily contact with the student-athletes 
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that the coaches do, but over the years, she has seen the difference that athletics has made 

is certain student’s lives.  As she describes it: 

I would think the sense of being part of a team, that they bond together. So many 

of our kids have blended families, and I can't say for certain, but I don't know if 

they get the family unit idea from home. I think that if they get on a team, and 

they really are part of a team, that maybe that will fill a hole that maybe today's 

society doesn't always do a good job of filling. 

As the parents participated in the focus group, the theme of social capital and the idea of 

“belonging” was present as well.  Even though parents would probably be seen by society 

as the primary family unit for these students, the parents themselves acknowledged that a 

lot of students do not have a stable family situation and that even for their own children, 

the “sense of belonging” made a positive impact on their student’s overall school 

experience as well as their level of engagement.  One parent stated that: 

…that sense of belonging I just noticed a more, the sense of the happiness factor; 

it made school more fun to be at and to know different kids, being a sophomore 

and knowing the seniors that were on the team, and just making friends in 

different grade levels, which she didn't have a lot of, because she had been in 

more of the secluded things that that helped and also the self image and the self 

respect. 

Another parent expanded on that concept and explained that for the student-athletes, to be 

part of a team with students from different backgrounds and different home lives, helped 

their children to be more sensitive to others and more open to diversity.  So, for some 

students, being part of a team not only creates a network of relationships, but also 
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relationships with people that maybe they never would have had a relationship with 

otherwise.  One of the parents stated that: 

It [athletic involvement] also opens them up to the diversity to the people around 

them, because a lot of times, I know for my children, they'd lived a sheltered life. 

I mean, we've kept them close to us and what we're doing and our friends who are 

like us both socially and economically and so with this [being on an athletic team] 

they see things and they open up conversation and they wonder why parents don't 

come or why some people get more support than others…. 

Some of the emic (or “insider”) terminology used by school staff and parents in 

describing the social capital aspect of student engagement included an emphasis on the 

“accountability” that being involved in athletics created for students (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2012).  In addition, both parents and staff talked a lot about student-athletes as 

“role models” or “leaders” in the classroom in that other students (and even staff) looked 

up to the student-athletes and would follow their lead in the classroom.  This is a great 

example of how the social capital phenomenon becomes beneficial to those who gain it 

by increasing the amount of influence they have within the social network.  The concept 

of “accountability” also implies the existence of relationships that are deeper and more 

meaningful.  

 Staff members who participated in the survey stated that the student-athlete “helps 

other students as an example of maturity and balancing life skills with education.” 

Another participant said that, “as long as the student-athlete does what is asked, they are 

good examples and role models for other students.”  They “serve as role models” and 

there is “more accountability for them with both coaches and parents involved in their 
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success.”  And another staff member stated: “The best part is that they are being held 

accountable for their grades and their behavior.”  

Student Engagement 

 Student engagement was one of the main topics being investigated in this study in 

relation to athletic involvement.  It also happens to be one of the major themes to come 

out of the qualitative data that was collected.  In the staff survey, when they were asked 

an open-ended question regarding what was the best thing about having student-athletes 

in their classroom, student engagement was the number one response by far.  In fact, over 

56% of the respondents indicated that student engagement was one of most positive 

benefits of having a student-athlete in their classroom.  Some typical responses included 

things like, “they are expected to be respectful, and hard working.  Typically, [athletes 

are] not a behavioral or academic problem.  [They are] more engaged in school.”  

Another teacher staff member noted that:  

I find that student-athletes can be quite motivated to get good grades. I have 

definitely seen students put more effort into academics in order to meet the GPA 

requirements to participate in a sport…another significant positive is when being 

involved in athletics motivates students to perform well in class. 

As was already shown in the literature review, student engagement is a key piece to 

effective learning, and athletic involvement has been shown to be a strong factor in 

student engagement.  For the purposes of this study, the researcher used open-ended 

questions to verify if adult perceptions in a particular social network would be consistent 

with previous studies.  One respondent said that student-athletes “generally display a 

more responsible attitude and are more committed to maintaining their grades.”  Another 
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staff member indicated that, “most student-athletes strive to do well because they know 

their athletic participation depends on their academic performance.”  

 Another part of student engagement goes beyond the classroom and extends to the 

school itself.  This is an even higher level of student engagement.  “The 

promotion/feeling of school pride/spirit [is the best thing about having an athlete in 

class].  [Students involved in athletics] brings students and faculty together in a 

commonality of pride in the school and its mascot.”  “These students are often more 

engaged and show greater pride in the school.”  One staff member put it this way: 

Student-athletes are wonderful because they already have the motivation to earn 

the grades because they want to be eligible to play their sport. Sports 

[involvement] also gives the students something “to do” and be focused on, and 

work for.  Sports can be the difference between success and failure. 

In the individual interviews, one of the teachers (Donna) indicated that her perception is 

that:  

It motivates them to do well in school. Academically. Not just to stay eligible, 

that's the biggest probably. If they have problems, probably most of them are fine, 

but to do well academically so they can participate.  I think it gives them self- 

confidence in general, and that's important at this age because that's what they're 

building, the kids, so I think it just overall influences the way they interact with 

people, everybody, at school especially. Their friends, I think it for the most part 

makes them try to be better leaders and all that stuff. Role models, and in the 

classroom, too, to do better in general. 
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Another one of the teachers (Shay) communicated his thoughts on how athletic 

involvement can motivate and engage students: 

I'm a huge fan of athletics, simply because when I start coaching with someone 

and, as a teacher, I find out that you have kids that have a greater stake, once 

they're committed to it. Whether it's activities or whether it's sports, the kids do 

better in your classroom because they have something beyond just grades. For 

some kids, grades is not that important, or I've had kids that will fail so they can 

take summer school because it's a social thing, so they can hang with their friends. 

Shay goes on to say that when it comes to teaching, whatever he can do to get students 

more engaged, the more successful he is at keeping them on track to learn what they need 

to learn: 

Coaching or teaching kids that are athletes, it ties them into your class. It makes 

everything a little bit more important to them. They tend to be more committed to 

what you're doing because they have to answer. You can't guarantee that a student 

is going to answer to their parents, especially where I teach. For me, it gives a 

greater pull. 

Some additional emic (or “insider”) codes that were determined by the researcher to fall 

under the larger umbrella of student engagement, included descriptions of students and 

student behavior that communicated a “sense of ownership” by the students.  The idea of 

the student having “school spirit” or “pride in their school.”  In the researcher’s interview 

with the athletic director (Tim), he indicated that:  

I think one thing about athletics and again, I want to incorporate extracurricular, 

because since the school opened there have been other programs, specifically the 
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band, so those kinds of things. But our band was always very involved in 

athletics, so it's almost like another branch of athletics the way that our band has 

functioned here. I think that the one thing that's kind of special and unique about 

the  [athletic] program at [Mountain View] School is that it creates a feeling of 

school spirit that I don't think a lot of other schools have at the same level. Even 

in our pep rallies, you just sense the feeling of how the kids identify themselves. 

“Yeah, I'm a [school mascot].” I just don't think that, I haven't seen that at any 

other schools that I've worked at. I think that's one of the things that's really 

special here is the number of students that are involved. People tell us about, you 

know, the hundred kids on our cross country team or the two hundred kids on the 

track team, and kids want to be part of something. 

In the focus group with parents, the idea of greater “school spirit” and having their 

children obtain a “sense of ownership” was just as important and as much as a priority as 

was observed with staff: 

Overall, I think it [athletic involvement] was a positive experience, I think that ... 

I have two, so one already cared about school, but it was an increasing school 

spirit, that I think also for her own self image and happiness. She was just happy, 

she got a team, she had her people.  

On parent put it this way: “They [students] build a strong connection with the school and 

have a reason to progress academically and do well.”  

Another theme that parents communicated in the focus group is that they want to 

know the school environment is a positive and safe place to be for their children.  In 

addition to parents wanting their children to have a sense of ownership, they want school 
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to be a positive place overall with positive relationships.  Part of student engagement is 

having the school itself be an environment where students feel safe, safe enough in their 

relationships to even be engaged in the first place:  

I think we live in a day and age where the family is definitely breaking down and 

that sense of family that the kids can get on a team I think is beneficial to all of 

them and even with people that have a family that is intact they can bring other 

people, they can find that other sense of family with their team that gives them 

that different perspective and they see different people and I think that that aspect 

for the students to have that relationship, to have that with other students on the 

team, the relationship with the coaches, the relationships with even the officials, 

learning respect, learning some of those things that kids are not learning these 

days. 

Just as relationships can have a positive effect, they can also have a negative effect.  A 

good coach can increase student motivation and the “sense of belonging” for students, 

while a coach that does a poor job can not only discourage students, they can take away 

what little motivation they do have.  Hiring and sustaining the best coaches possible 

would thus be necessary and was a theme that came up with parents and staff members.  

One of the parents talked about the fact that sometimes a coach and parent have 

conflicting goals or messages: 

…you have to understand the power of a coach. The coach supersedes mom's 

words so that's very hard with that kind of thing. But on the other hand too 

though, that same love for the sport for that student is a lot of reason why he did 
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what he did, he could've done worse, he could've done better, who knows but I 

think he could've easily done worse than without it. 

In regards to the importance of having a quality coach working with students and making 

that a priority, another parent added:  

I think that if we put more financial resources into it [athletics] that we would 

have, we could have better qualified people instead of just kind of being like, 

“okay, thanks for volunteering, you'll be the coach.”  If there were more, 

financially, if there was an incentive, then I think we would have a better pool to 

then choose from and say okay, you're better qualified, you have a better 

reputation, whatever it is, to give students a better opportunity…I would maybe 

provide more training for the people who do volunteer. I think that might change 

things. What happens a lot of times is, again, we don't have enough time to pick 

the right people and we just kind of, “okay, you want to coach, go for it.”  Then 

we just kind of throw them out there and don't provide the support that maybe 

they need to be better coaches and develop a better system for the students. I think 

that would be part of it.  

Personal Resilience 

 The last mediating channel in Braddock’s model has to do with personal 

resilience.  Some might describe this as referring to the “soft skills” that students need to 

be successful while others might describe resiliency as a culmination of skills that 

students possess to overcome obstacles and hardships.  In collecting the data, a number of 

insider codes emerged with references to student resiliency not only as a contributing 
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factor to student success, but, even more importantly, as traits that could be learned and 

obtained by students through their participation in athletics. 

 One of the key insider codes that emerged was the concept of the “work ethic” 

and the perception that student-athletes develop a “work ethic” through their involvement 

in sports.  Not that a “work ethic” cannot be developed by other means, but the 

participants of this study clearly identified “work ethic” as one of the benefits of athletic 

participation.  A respondent of the survey stated:   

Student-athletes tend to have a better work ethic, time management skills, bounce 

back from set-backs more easily, have better social skills, be academically 

competitive, set goals and work towards them, and have more positive character 

traits than non-student athletes (in general). 

When asked what the best thing was about having a student-athlete in their class, another 

respondent to the staff survey replied: 

Most student-athletes are hard working individuals. This work ethic transfers 

from the "field" to the classroom. These students are responsible, trustworthy, and 

respectful…usually there is a very good work ethic for student-athletes.  It keeps 

them interested in the class because they know they need good grades to stay in 

athletics. 

So there is not only an association between student-athletes and a work ethic, but the 

perception is also that the “work ethic” being developed will benefit that student 

academically as well as athletically.   

 Another resiliency code that was often cited was the idea of “life skills” that are 

developed through athletic involvement.  While the “life skills” description was used in a 
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very general way that could be applied to a lot of different things, it was definitely 

viewed as another positive benefit that athletic involvement can develop in students and 

that it is something that is necessary for students to learn.  A parent in the focus group 

described it this way:  

…it's making her a better lifelong learner because it's teaching her skills that she 

would not have otherwise at this age, I mean eventually yes, she would learn all 

of those prioritizing, and all of those things, but it is teaching them at a much 

younger age because they do have to do multiple things and in that regard it is 

helping her…I have seen it as a parent of other kids that have played on teams 

with her that it does, it keeps them in school, it keeps them going. Without that, I 

believe, I've seen kids that would've dropped out of school had it not been for 

athletics keeping them in. 

The parent in the above statement touches on the idea that the “skills” her daughter is 

learning through athletics are being learned because of athletic involvement.  In the 

interview process where the participants were able to go into more depth, Curtis goes 

even further with the concept of learning outside the classroom when he stated: 

A lot of that does end up transferring into the classroom. Life lessons in regards to 

time management and work ethic that you learn in a way through athletics that 

you're not going to learn it in academics, but after you learn it on the field or on 

the court or on the track or whatever, then you can apply those principles to the 

classroom…I would say a lot of the lessons, again, you learn as being a member 

of the team, working together, setting goals, working as a team to attain and 
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achieve those goals, pushing each other, life lessons that can be transferred to 

anything whether it's academics or life or marriage or a job or whatever.  

And perhaps the athletic director Tim said it best as he talked about taking a more holistic 

view of education that not only goes beyond the “academics,” but looks at all that a 

student learns while they are in school, whether that is in the classroom or outside the 

classroom:  

I just, I think I mean obviously academic success is really important, but I really 

think that life's lessons and life skills is so much more important. It's hard to say 

anything is more important than academic success, but I really think that kids 

learn how to be successful. Yeah, that kind of trickles down into academically and 

in the classroom, but I just think that life lessons and life skills, character, 

decision making, leadership, again, a lot of the things that we don't teach in the 

classroom, going above and beyond the things that they don't ask you to do. 

Dealing with adversity, having a feeling of relationship. 

Tim makes the point that the things we would want students to learn may not be taking 

place in the classroom but rather, on the athletic field.  A survey participant said it this 

way: “I believe juggling sports and school at a young age provided [me] the skills 

necessary to succeed at juggling life now.” 

 Also under the umbrella of resiliency were the ideas of “prioritizing” or “time 

management.”  These are skills that students need to learn at some point and the 

perception of the adults in the study is that athletic involvement can provide that 

education.  This was an especially popular theme for the parents. A parent in the focus 

group said that:  
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I think with my youngest, because coming in I was worried with high school in 

general, because she's not an organized student, she never was, and I warned her, 

that's why she was doing AVID, but I think [the swim team] has helped her, 

because she had to prioritize, because she has less time. It wouldn't affect her 

grades because she's just naturally, she can catch up, that's not the problem, I 

think just in prioritizing her time and making sure she's up on herself, it's helped 

her to become more disciplined on herself, to be more organized…I think if 

anything it's academically it's helped her, I compare it to band because I think 

with band she did worse. She actually does better in swim, academically. Band, I 

think, was a lot more demanding of her time and a lot more disciplined on certain 

things. I think [swimming] helped her academically though. 

Another parent described the difficulty in balancing everything in a typical day and how 

athletic involvement has taught [her child] valuable lessons about how to manage time 

better:  

I think, for the student-athlete, especially that it's something that they learn, that I 

have to figure out on the weekend what's coming up because I may need to do a 

little more on Saturday and Sunday because I know Tuesday and Thursday I'm 

going to be at basketball until 9 o'clock at night, so basically I'm going to have 

that from 1:40, 2:40 to 4 o'clock to do homework...what happens, is they figure 

out, "Well, I know this is due and maybe I should do it anyways so I can have 

some extra time."  
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The parents also expressed the idea that experience may be the best teacher.  When 

parents or teachers try to tell students how important it is to manage their time, it often 

falls on deaf ears: 

It is good for them and I think it's good for them personally that they're learning it 

on their own. Because we've learned that, but no matter what you say to your 

kids, they don't listen to you. They're hearing you, but they're not really listening 

to you. You tell them, and you tell them but they learn very quickly on their own. 

Staff members also see the importance of teaching students “time management” and 

“prioritizing” skills and they feel that athletic involvement is one of the best ways to 

teach those skills.  The VP of athletics, Joan, said that, “…I do think it forces you, if 

you're going to be an athlete, you have to have time management. And when you don't 

have time management, you're not going to be an athlete anymore.” Shay goes into more 

detail in describing how athletics teaches prioritizing and why that is so important:  

It teaches them discipline. It teaches them how to prioritize. It teaches them time 

management, which I think is the number one thing. It teaches them to care about 

something. For me, as an educator, I became successful because I taught my AP 

classroom like I prepared my kids for practice. You always make fun of the 

coach, especially a history teacher that's a coach. That just sounds like death. For 

me, it was ... We were loyal. We had goals. We looked at our competition. We 

talked numbers and specifics. To me, it's that.  When kids buy into that, they learn 

how to time manage. They have to go to practice and then go home and eat and 

then do their homework and get to bed at a decent time. They just learn skills that 

are going to make them successful in life. What do you do with a kid that's not 
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involved in anything? Those kids have seven hours to do homework. Instead, they 

do no homework and get on Netflix and binge watch something.  

Another element of resiliency is the idea of “character building.” What that means to 

each person may be different, but, nevertheless, the concept is seen as a valuable 

commodity, and one that athletic involvement can develop according to adult 

perceptions: 

The one really positive thing I see, and that I get comments back, about how our 

kids are so respectable when they win, lose, draw, whatever it is. To me, that's 

what it's about. It's about teaching children, students, how to be a good individual, 

win, lose, or draw. Building that character. I would say we have a huge standard, 

a high standard for character-building here. And I think we do it well.  I think that 

gives them a better sense of being a good person, in general. But I think 

citizenship or character is probably what I'm looking for. 

The athletic director went on to say that decision-making is a big part of the educational 

process and that it can be taught in a deeper richer way through athletics:  

Those are the main, there's so many other things. Social aspects, decision making, 

and there's so many things that are just, it's just such a more in  depth learning 

environment than it is and students really are in a lot of cases more involved to a 

deeper level than they would be in just a classroom. I just think it's students that 

are participating, and it's not just athletics, it might be the band, it might be some 

other group. That's why it's, I think it's just important that kids find something and 

fortunately athletics is a pretty good percentage of the extracurricular students on 

campus. 
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Research Question 2: Findings and Analysis 

 The second research question of the study was, “How do parents and staff 

perceive the role that high school athletic programs play in overall student success?”  

While there is a significant amount of quantitative data to suggest that a relationship 

between athletic involvement and student success exists, the goal of the researcher in 

investigating this question was to gain some qualitative insight into what adults perceive 

about this relationship.  One of the underlying questions in the researcher’s mind was that 

if the quantitative data has suggested for some time that there is a positive relationship 

between athletic involvement and student success, then why do athletic programs get cut 

by adult decision makers in times of economic crisis.  Is the decision based on a lack of 

awareness? What do they actually think or believe about the potential connection 

between athletics and student success?  Even though the researcher looked primarily at 

qualitative data in the form of adult perceptions, there will be some analysis of academic 

data related to the research site for the purpose of either verifying or contradicting said 

perceptions.  

Focus Group and Survey Feedback on Student Success 

 A focus group of parents was asked to discuss their student’s involvement in 

athletics and whether they believed that involvement was a benefit or a hindrance to their 

children academically.  The response was unanimous that athletics was not a hindrance.  

While some parents felt that their student would have been academically successful with 

or without academic involvement, there was still a unanimous feeling that athletics was a 

positive experience, and part of the overall educational experience that they valued. 

The first parent to respond stated that: 
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I would say that my kids are better students because of the athletics. I think that 

for one, it takes so much of their time that they don't have a lot of free time to, I 

think, get more distracted from school, I think because they're so scheduled they 

don't have a lot of time to get distracted by the big things that really pull them 

away from their academics. I think it keeps them occupied, it keeps them 

scheduled and occupied. 

While a different parent felt that, “it depends on the kid. My oldest is more driven and the 

athletics did not drive her to be any more focused academically. But I think for other kids 

it would be a driving factor.”  Yet another parent felt that role of athletics went beyond 

just helping her daughter to do well in high school: 

Some kids are doing it [athletics] to get by, but I know with mine she's looking at 

it as, “in order to get into the best college possible for me, not only do I have to 

have the highest grades, but I also have to be doing all of these extra curricular 

activities, so I'm doing this club and I'm doing this activity and I'm doing this, 

what else can I do?” And it's,  “I can do sports.”  For me, basically, to say well 

you need to get a 4.0 and you need to do this athletic event and you need to do 

this and you need to do this, would be insane as a parent because she's already 

doing that to herself.  Now, I'll tell you I have a 12 year old who will not be that 

way I guarantee you, and not the same kid, but the one I have right now is, in her 

mind, it's all the big picture and she sees it, and it's not just about, I'm not saying 

she joined the sports team for that, but was that a driving force, to join athletics, 

knowing that it was going to be another notch on your belt for the college? Oh 

yeah, it was. 
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For the above parent, she and her child are looking at how athletics can prepare them for 

college.  All the parents present acknowledged the need, and desire for a balance between 

athletic involvement and a focus on academics:  

I think that's hard, because I don't want to be too demanding of my child, I want 

them to enjoy school, I want them to enjoy what they're doing, I don't want it to 

be where you have to get straight A's and you have to participate in sports and 

because I think they do that to themselves enough. 

While another parent elaborated on that thought, and went a little deeper into the idea of 

academic success by also looking at how we define academic success in relationship to 

athletics: 

I think that academic success is just that they, whether it's to the sport or in the 

off-season, sometimes just getting through is a success, just balancing the time, 

completing all the assignments and doing your best, and the grades will fall into 

what the grades got to be, but I think just getting through is a success, it's learning 

to do it all, and balance it all and along the way we've had a good time, along the 

way there was a lot of things that happened ... I think some of them put way too 

much pressure, but some don't put any pressure at all. 

Parents were in agreement that academic success looks different for each child and that it 

cannot just be measured by grades.  There have been researchers who have approached 

this topic quantitatively over the years and attempted to define what academic success is 

or whether a relationship even exists.  However, the parents at this particular research site 

felt that a quantitative interpretation of the data might be too simplistic.  As one parent 

stated: 
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I weigh academic success based on how I know my child, because I know their 

capabilities and I know what they're both capable of, so I know, with [name], I 

hold it in a sense of ... with swim, during the time she had it, she'd taken AP 

courses, so at that same time, if she gets a C, she struggled. Gosh, [teacher 

name]’s class was really hard for her but to me that was an academic success, 

because she was just starting with swim this was new to her, she'd never done a 

sport so I definitely didn't get mad at her, punish her for that and she always got 

A's. It was one of those things where I know she tried. As long as I know she did 

everything she could, she has test anxiety, she struggles with tests, she always 

has, I weigh it on knowing my kid, I know what they're capable of. 

For the parents who participated, it was pretty clear that while they believe that academic 

participation is academically beneficial, their view of athletics went beyond the academic 

benefits to the social, cultural, and emotional benefits as well: 

I think it's even helpful, they're involved in sports because it's kind of an escape. It 

keeps them from going home and they don't want to go home. I think, definitely, 

especially since I'm trying to get one back into swim because I know his grades 

are slippery and this will make him keep his grades up. So I definitely agree, both 

my girls love it, we talk about sports, we watch sports at home so I definitely 

agree with everything, but all the way around, there's nothing negative a game, 

any kind of game, it's competition. Competition is healthy as long as it doesn't get 

out of hand. It's really good for anybody. 
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In addition to the focus group, staff members were given the chance to respond to 

some open ended questions related to student success on the staff survey and their 

perception was that there were things that the school could do to help students be more 

successful in the way the master schedule was built.  For example, “student-athletes 

should at the very least have PE athletics 6th period and an elective 5th period so the 

student does not miss or fall behind in their core classes.”  This would significantly 

decrease the amount of class time students missed from academic or core curriculum 

classes.  Another staff member suggested the possibility of a rotating schedule in order to 

help with students always missing the same academic classes: “Maybe having students 

not consistently miss their 5th and 6th periods.  Maybe they can come to those classes 

earlier in the day sometimes so that they can change which classes they are missing.” 

Interview Feedback on Student Success 

 The interviews conducted focused on school staff that had specific roles and 

regular interaction with student-athletes.  Each of the staff members was asked to provide 

their thoughts on how they felt athletic involvement impacted students academically. 

The teacher, Donna, felt that the primary impact had to do with affecting the motivation 

of the student: 

I think I mentioned it before, I think if they didn't have motivation to do well, that 

gives them the motivation because they have to be eligible. What happens, also, is 

they have somebody else other than just their teachers, their coaches, and the 

other people on their team, that are kind of, I don't want to say watching over 

them or whatever, but really keeping track and holding them accountable. A lot of 

times when kids just come to school and don't participate in any other 
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extracurriculars, then they really don't have anybody who is holding them 

accountable other than the teachers they see everyday. Sometimes at home they 

don't have that either, so yeah, I think for a lot of people that gives them that extra 

accountability, sense of accountability that they need because they're kids. As 

much as other people can hold them accountable.  

When Curtis, a teacher with experience coaching, was interviewed, he looked at the 

academic benefit as being more indirect. Rather than seeing athletic involvement as 

something that would immediately impact a student’s GPA, Curtis felt that the impact 

was more holistic and long term: 

…kids that are not academically advanced students, that through their gain of 

experience of what it means to work hard and stuff, have been able to transfer that 

from the field to the classroom and, even though they might not be the brightest 

student, been able to work really hard at it and be successful in honors classes and 

AP classes and attain post high school academics that I don't think they would've 

had they not learned those lessons in athletics. 

Priscilla, a long time athletic secretary has a perspective that is unique and a little 

different than a teacher and/or coach.  When asked about the impact that she saw athletics 

have on students academically, she focused on the structure and discipline that athletic 

involvement models and provides: 

Idle hands are the devil's workshop, and if a student doesn't have a commitment 

beyond school, and they go home to, say, an empty house where mom's not able 

to be there to say, "Okay, let's get our homework done. Let's do this. You've got 

chores to do," it just makes you a lazy person, I think. The busier that you are, the 
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more that you can accomplish, so I think that the structure and everything will 

help students do better all around. 

When the athletic director was asked about the impact of athletics on academics, he 

touched on one of the most basic requirements for student success: attendance.  Students 

cannot be successful if they are not coming to school.  According to Tim, athletics, if 

nothing else, gives students another reason to come to school and participate: 

Well, I wish I had the numbers to back up my answer, but the students are, you 

know, their academic success, it's really pretty obvious that students that 

participate, first of all, their attendance is much greater. They don't miss school, 

because they really, they can't. They have to participate, even during the season of 

sport. For instance, in our basketball program, even in the fall, guys are really not 

allowed to miss because they don't want to miss the workout, they don't want to 

have to make that up, they don't want to affect their standing in the program. Kids 

are expected to be here year round, and because they don't want to miss, they 

don't want to fall behind, so they're in school, their attendance is better. 

Obliviously when they're in school, they're going to do better academically in 

their classrooms every day. They're also required to maintain a minimal GPA, and 

I don't know any coach in our programs here that asks kids to maintain a 2.0 

GPA, but that's the minimum required. 

School Data on Student-Athlete Success 

 Qualitative data has to do primarily with perceptions.  In the case of this study, it 

is the perception of a majority of the adults that participated that the relationship between 

athletic involvement and academic success is a positive relationship.  While statistical 
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and quantitative data does not necessarily validate or invalidate those perceptions, the 

researcher determined that obtaining at least some statistical data on this topic would be 

relevant and pertinent to the overall discussion.  The results of which will probably not 

significantly change the perceptions of the adults who participated in this particular 

study.  However, since the study focuses on a particular school site, it would be 

appropriate to see if the raw statistical data is consistent with the perceptions of the adults 

on campus regarding the positive impact of athletic involvement on behavior, attendance 

and academic success. 

 In this case, the researcher utilized a criterion based randomized selection of 

approximately 300 students (10% of the student population).  The group was comprised 

of 50% students that participated in at least one sport on campus and 50% students that 

had not participated in any sports on campus.  Each half was randomly but evenly chosen 

to represent each grade level so that there was a relatively equal number of 9th, 10th, 11th, 

and 12th graders.  When randomly selecting the athletes, they were listed by sport and an 

attempt was made to select a group that evenly represented all sports so that no one sport 

would be over or underrepresented. That said, however, the sports that had a larger 

number of students participating were given a larger representation.  

 The primary purpose was to utilize the school information system to pull data on 

disciplinary referrals, attendance (in the form of unverified absences), and GPA (grade 

point average) data in order to do a comparison between athletes and non-athletes.  While 

this is not a comprehensive quantitative study, this statistical sampling should suffice to 

verify certain trends within the specific school site. 
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4.1 Disciplinary Referrals Comparison 

 

 In the chart above, the indication is that athletes had an average of .46 disciplinary 

referrals per student, while non-athletes had an average of .63 disciplinary referrals per 

student. While the difference may not be of statistical significance in the world of 

quantitative studies, it does show that there is a difference that the researcher would 

contend goes beyond mere anecdotal evidence. 
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4.2 Unverified Absence Comparison 

 

 The chart above indicates that non-athletes have, on average, about 28 unverified 

period absences on their record per semester.  This is a reference to the number of class 

periods that the student was absent without any verification of where they were (an 

unexcused absence).  Athletes, on the other hand, only averaged approximately 19 

unverified period absences per semester.  This does not include class time that athletes 

missed due to competitions, but it is an indicator that they tend to be in class more when 

they are supposed to be. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

0	  

5	  

10	  

15	  

20	  

25	  

30	  

Athletes	   Non-‐Athletes	  

Unveri-ied	  Absences	  

UnveriIied	  Absences	  



	  

	   92 

4.3 Grade Point Average (GPA) Comparison  

 

When comparing grade point average (GPA), the athletes also performed better 

on average.  According to the random sampling data pull, the chart above indicates that 

athletes had an average GPA of 2.92, whereas non-athletes had an average GPA of 2.45, 

which is almost half a grade point average below where athletes scored.  While not 

definitive evidence of an overwhelming difference, when all three areas are taken 

together, the data does seem to indicate that athletes perform better on average.  

Summary 

 The overwhelming result in this small qualitative analysis was the finding that 

staff and parents alike perceive athletic involvement to be a positive influence in 

student’s lives and an experience that would not want the students to miss out on.  The 

perception of athletics itself is that it is a positive intervention for most students.  One of 

the driving themes that came out of the data collection process was the idea that athletic 

involvement engages students more, gives them a “sense of belonging” and teaches them 

2.2	  

2.3	  

2.4	  

2.5	  

2.6	  

2.7	  

2.8	  

2.9	  

3	  

Athletes	   Non-‐Athletes	  

GPA	  

GPA	  



	  

	   93 

“life skills” that could not be learned as easily in the classroom or that they would not be 

able to learn otherwise. 

 Staff and parents indicated that, as with anything, there are some negatives that 

are associated with athletic involvement.  Student-athletes miss a lot of class in order to 

participate in sports, which results in poor attendance.  Poor attendance can lead to 

students not always getting the instruction that they need.  Even the students that are 

more pro-active and organized before they get involved in athletics, still struggle 

sometimes to stay on top of missed assignments and make-up work.  Whereas the 

students who struggle with organization and time management before they get involved 

in athletics continue to struggle with those things even more so.  Some adult participants 

indicated that athletic involvement can also add anxiety and stress to the lives of students, 

not to mention making them more tired in class due to their increased level of 

participation. 

 However, even with the potential pitfalls and negative consequences of athletic 

involvement, the overwhelming perception was that for those students who do struggle in 

the areas of time management, organization, and feelings of stress and anxiety, that the 

positives of athletic involvement outweigh the potential negatives.  Most communicated 

the belief that even though athletic involvement can be difficult, it is the fact that the 

students have to overcome and struggle that actually benefits them and makes them 

stronger as human beings.  Therefore, even the difficulties that are associated with 

student involvement in athletics are seen as opportunities for the students to learn things 

about themselves and about life that cannot be taught out of a book, so that, in the end, 
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those difficulties are seen as positives for those students that successfully overcome the 

challenges.   

Finally, athletic involvement was seen by many of the participants in this study as 

being able to help certain students that other interventions had not been able to help.  The 

view of many was that without athletics, certain students might never otherwise have 

been able to succeed in high school.  One participant put it this way:  

[Other interventions] will save a kid that may not get into college but they're not 

necessarily on the path to destruction. Sports, I think, you see way more of that 

[students being brought back from a more destructive path] as a coach, than as a 

participant. You're saving those kids, which are the ones that really pull from 

society.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 This chapter presents an analysis of the findings of this study.  Included in this 

chapter will be a brief overview of the problem, the purpose of the study, the research 

questions that guided the study, the methodology used to conduct the research, as well as 

an in-depth discussion of the findings that will include the significant results and an 

analysis of the data.  Also included in this chapter will be implications on policy and 

practice and recommendations will be made for future research.  The discussion section 

will synthesize the major findings by looking at the major themes that emerged in the 

data collection and observing how these findings relate to the existing literature. 

Problem 

 When investigating and thinking about the issue of student success, it becomes 

obvious that there are a lot of variables.  There is no ‘silver bullet’ solution, nor is there 

‘one size fits all’ program that can guarantee prolonged student success.  Everybody 

invested in this topic has different ideas and points of view, including how they define 

‘student success’.  One thing is clear: that student engagement is a key piece to any plan 

for student success (Newman, 1992; DeWitt, 2012; Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005).  

Without student engagement, it is very difficult for any learning to take place.  In the 

bigger picture, and beyond the issue of student achievement, the lack of student 

engagement also has an impact on tangible things like student discipline, student 

attendance and graduation rate (McNeal, 1999; Hartmann, 2008).  Each of these 

consequences has a negative impact on student success as a whole, but they also have a 

financial impact on the schools and districts plagued by these issues to various degrees.  

When schools and districts lose financial resources, then it decreases their ability to 
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provide a quality education and to serve all students.  The research suggests that there is a 

relationship that exists between athletic involvement and student engagement, which is a 

significant factor in student success (Hartmann, 2008; Hanks & Eckland, 1976; McNeal, 

1995).  Yet, athletic programs are routinely dropped and/or cancelled in times of 

economic difficulty.  Even though research, that has been around for some time, indicates 

the importance of athletic involvement to student engagement, adult decision makers 

seem to look at athletics as an unimportant or expendable aspect of the educational 

experience for students. 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to qualitatively examine and 

better understand adult perceptions toward athletics in a local high school context.  

Specifically, the study explored the perceptions that parents and staff members have in 

relation to the impact they feel that athletic involvement and participation had on the 

overall student engagement and academic success of their students.  While research 

suggests that a relationship between athletic participation and student success exists, 

much of that research is quantitative and looks at athletic participation in relation to 

student data such as grades, discipline and attendance.  There have also been qualitative 

studies done that revolved around student perceptions.  This study sought to add to the 

body of research by looking specifically at adult perceptions on the topic of athletic 

participation within a particular school site in order to better understand how that 

participation may be related to or impact student engagement. 
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Research Questions 

In order to examine and explore adult perceptions of student involvement in 

athletics, the researcher asked the following research questions that guided this study: 

1. How does student involvement in high school athletics influence adult 

perceptions of overall student engagement? 

a. What impact does student involvement in athletics have on the 

perceptions of school staff members toward the student-athletes? 

b. What impact does student involvement in athletics have on the 

perceptions of parents toward their students and the school 

environment? 

2. How do parents and staff perceive the role that high school athletic 

programs play in overall student success? 

Methodology 

The research conducted for this topic was done through a qualitative case study 

design in the ethnographic research tradition that focused on the adult perceptions of 

athletic involvement at Mountain View High School, which is a large public high school 

in the high desert area of Northern Los Angeles County (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  

The case study included a focus group, interviews, and a Likert-scale style survey with 

some open-ended questions as well.  The questions for the focus group and interviews 

were informed by and came out of the main research questions.  The survey was designed 

to obtain basic contextual and background data regarding the overall impressions and 

perceptions that the participants had regarding the impact of student participation and 

involvement in athletics on campus.  The participants were selected from those who 
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expressed an interest in participating in the study using a criterion based selection method 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  The participants included school staff and faculty members 

as well as parents of student-athletes.   

Summary of Findings 

 In looking at the overall findings, the study found that adult perceptions were 

primarily positive when thinking about the impact or influence that athletic participation 

had on student engagement and student success.  When considering the issue of student 

engagement, parents and staff members alike believed that for most students, athletic 

participation developed a greater commitment to academic success and a desire to do 

well in the classroom.  Parents and staff members also believed that athletic participation 

increased the overall level of school pride and school spirit for students.  Both groups of 

adult participants talked about observing a “sense of ownership” on the part of student- 

athletes as well as a stronger overall connection to school, which provided a stronger 

motivation to be successful academically.  In the area of student engagement, adult 

perceptions also indicated that athletic participation created social capital for students by 

helping them to feel a sense of belonging and by providing students a chance to be part of 

a team.  As a group, parents also indicated that they saw athletic participation increase an 

awareness and appreciation for diversity in the student-athletes they observed.  The adults 

in the study believed that athletic participation provided students with a resiliency that is 

distinct, but also common amongst student-athletes.  This resiliency came in the form of a 

greater work ethic, an increased ability to prioritize, and an ability to manage their time 

better than other students.  Athletic participation was also believed to provide for students 
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the life skills and character building needed to be successful in other areas in life as well, 

such as in the classroom and in life after high school. 

 In terms of the impact or role that athletic participation played in academic 

success for students, the adults in the study believed that the overall impact was a positive 

one.  However, they acknowledged that athletic participation can be a distraction and can 

make school more difficult by adding more responsibilities to the students, but the feeling 

was that the positive effects outweighed the negative effects.  Adults in the study also 

believed that athletic participation provided additional motivation for the students to do 

well academically, in addition to providing them with a more disciplined and structured 

lifestyle that translated into and enabled students to be more successful. A key factor in 

academic success is positive attendance and the adults in the study felt that by being 

involved in athletics, student-athletes were at school on a more regular basis 

(notwithstanding their absences due to athletic competitions during school hours) due to 

their commitment to the team, thus benefiting them academically by virtue of their more 

regular presence in class. 

Discussion 

 Due to the fact that relationships and social networks play a large and significant 

role in the lives of students, a theoretical framework that focused on social capital was 

chosen to guide this study due to the emphasis that it placed on the impact that 

relationships within specific social networks have on the individual within those 

networks (Coleman, 1961).   As the theory of social capital has continued to be studied, 

evolve, and be applied to a variety of contexts, it has also been used to establish a 

possible connection and even explanation for the possible relationship between athletic 
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participation and academic success on a high school level.  One particular model was 

developed to illustrate the theory that there exists “mediating channels” between that 

athletic participation and academic success (Braddock, 2005). 

Figure 5.0 Model for Athletic Participation’s Influence On Academic Success 

 

 Through the participation of the adults in this study, the “mediating channels” in 

Braddock’s model emerged very clearly as major themes when analyzing the qualitative 

data.  Additional themes emerged as well, however, the themes of social capital, school 

engagement, and personal resilience came out most clearly in the collection and analysis 

of the data.  Through the process of coding the data, a greater understanding was obtained 

of how the dynamic of social capital ties athletic participation and academic success 

together.  The study focused on the issues of student engagement and student success 

through the lens of Braddock’s application of the social capital theory. Although the 

parents and staff members had different perspectives when it came to the impact that 

athletic participation had on student engagement and success, there was a lot of 

consistency in the themes that emerged from their responses as to how they viewed that 

impact or influence.  In presenting an analysis of those themes that emerged, because of 
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how consistently the data lined up with the theoretical framework, the discussion of the 

findings will be presented within that same context. 

Social Capital 

 Coleman theorized that as parental and adult influences waned in society, that 

peer relationships, with a whole new set of networks and norms was filling the void 

(Coleman, 1961; Portes, 1998).  When using the social capital lens to look at the 

differences in academic achievement between those involved in athletics and those who 

are not, some have questioned the nature of that relationship and whether it is even 

related to social capital.  Some have postulated that the differences were not due to the 

socialization found in an athletic environment but, rather, they were due to the pre-

existing differences between athletes and non-athletes (Hauser & Lueptow, 1978; 

Stevenson, 1975).  Since those early days, the concept of social capital has gained a lot of 

focus and attention as it relates to student academic success because a big part of student 

success begins with student engagement and the positive motivation of the student in 

order for the student to succeed.  If the student does not feel accepted or valuable, they 

will struggle to be successful.  The research from this study has supported the literature in 

confirming that positive motivation and the feelings of being accepted are both big pieces 

in the student engagement piece as it relates to social capital.  Parents in the focus group 

and staff members consistently emphasized the “sense of belonging” and the students 

feeling that they were “part of something,” definitely aided in the students being more 

engaged in school and in the school culture.  A majority of the adult participants talked 

about the importance and even the need for students to have the experience of being “part 

of a team” in order to maximize their high school experience. 
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 Marsh and Kleitman (2002) discussed the Identification Model which focuses on 

the student’s identification and commitment to the school environment and how that 

creates a greater sense of belonging for the students, which then increases the level of 

student engagement.  This was confirmed in the study as being a belief of the adult 

participants.  The perception was that students were more committed to doing well in 

class and being successful academically because of their sense of belonging and their 

commitment to the school environment through athletic participation.  

 The staff members in particular talked a lot about the student-athletes becoming 

“role models” and “leaders” in the class and on campus throughout the school.  The study 

revealed that the overall adult perception was that athletes are looked up to on campus, 

not just by other students but by adult staff members on campus as well.  This is 

consistent with the social capital literature indicating that the network of relationships 

results in increased influence and opportunities for leadership (Fritch, 1999; McNeal, 

1998; Lipscomb, 2007).  In work done by Broh (2002) and McNeal (1999), the research 

indicates that participation in athletics (as with other ESAs as well) results in higher peer 

status as well as membership in a more academically oriented peer group which would 

thus, lead to a higher motivation for academic success on the part of the individual 

student-athlete. 

Another aspect of the social capital theory has to do with the diversity in the 

establishing and accumulation of relationships within the social context (Andriani, 2013).  

Parents in particular confirmed this element as part of this study.  They communicated 

that one of the things they noticed with their children’s participation in athletics was a 

greater sensitivity to students of different backgrounds, ethnicity, and social status.  Eitle 
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and Eitle (2002) talk about the role that the family plays in terms of student success and 

engagement on campus.  They indicate that family participation plays a significant factor 

in overall student success.  The parents in the study confirmed that within the family 

there was a focus on maintaining the balance between athletic participation and keeping a 

focus on academics.  Without parental support, the gains made through athletic 

participation become minimized.   

School Engagement 

 Research shows that without student engagement, not only is the learning process 

severely hampered, but the possibility of academic achievement also becomes extremely 

difficult, if not impossible (Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005).  Research also indicates that 

student engagement is heavily influenced by relationships.  Without positive 

relationships, especially between student and teacher, then there is a severe decrease in 

the amount of motivation and effort exerted by students (Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005).  

In the process of interviewing teachers and students, this concept was repeatedly 

communicated.  Parents discussed the importance of the relationship between the coach 

and their student as playing a huge role in the student’s overall engagement. In a study 

done by Finn (1993), the research suggested that the students that were the most engaged 

tended to pay more attention, be more focused, and be more committed to academic 

success.  The staff and parents that were interviewed indicated that athletic participation 

definitely increased the student-athlete’s level of engagement in school and in the 

classroom in a way that was visible and obvious even to the casual observer.   The results 

of this study also indicated that student-athletes are, on the whole, more focused on their 

studies, in part because they have to be.  The student-athletes know that they need to 
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remain academically eligible, but it is also a reflection of the amount of accountability 

that they have.  Parents, teachers, and coaches know that the student needs to keep their 

grades up to participate in athletics, so as a group, they give support and encouragement 

to the student to do just that.  Teachers indicated that they routinely use staying eligible 

for athletic participation as a ‘carrot’ or as extra motivation for the student-athletes in 

their class (Finn & Rock, 1997).  Parents in the study encouraged their students to be on a 

team and to be involved in athletics because they saw that it helped their child to be more 

focused and attentive to their academic responsibilities.  As a group (parents and staff), 

the adults in this study communicated that they try to be involved in their student’s 

athletic pursuits which is also a key piece in successfully engaging students and 

motivating them to be more committed to the school environment according to the 

research (Schmakel, 2008).  The parents in the study talked about the importance and the 

need for teachers to take more of an interest in their student’s lives.  One way of 

accomplishing this is supporting the student-athlete’s participation in sports by going to 

games or at least asking the students in class about how the team did.  This is consistent 

with studies that have indicated that the level of student engagement is relative to the 

extent that they (the students) feel teachers engage them by taking the time to take an 

interest in them personally or in the things that they are involved with (Ayala & Galletta, 

2009). 

Resiliency 

 One of the themes that came out of the study was the resiliency that athletic 

participation provides to students that normal classroom activity is not always able to 

accomplish.  The participants in the study commented on the many intangible things that 
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they see students learning through athletic participation that help them to be better 

students and, they believe, more successful in life.  Many of the adults mentioned the 

stronger work ethic of student-athletes and the belief that athletic participation is part of 

what developed that work ethic in the first place.  Many of the adults observed that 

student-athletes tended to have better time management and prioritization skills, in part 

because they have to balance athletics and academics.  The adults in this study believed 

that athletic participation helps to teach life skills, like working as part of a team, putting 

others first, communication skills with peers and with adults, and in successfully dealing 

with stressful situations.  This is consistent with many research studies that indicate that 

athletic participation teaches students perseverance and a strong work ethic, which in turn 

helps them to be successful in life (Broh, 2002; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  Holland and 

Andre (1987), in their study, indicate that through extracurricular activities, students learn 

a number of non-academic character traits that lead to students being more well-rounded 

and mature compared to students who do not participate in athletics.  

Student Success 

 Many research studies have been conducted indicating a positive relationship 

between athletic participation and academic achievement or success.  Taras (2005) 

conducted a study of fourteen other independent studies that looked at this issue and 

found that over half of them indicated a positive relationship.  These findings have been 

confirmed independently by many other researchers looking at the question of athletic 

involvement having a positive impact of academic achievement (Broh, 2002; Fredricks & 

Eccles, 2006; Lipscomb, 2006; Eitle & Eitle, 2003; Guest & Schneider, 2003).  In the 

case of this study and the qualitative data collected, the adult participants agreed with 
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current research and were almost unanimous in their belief that athletic participation 

made their children better students.  Staff and parents both agreed that it makes the 

students academically more motivated.  They also acknowledged that while it can be 

challenging to be involved in school and sports, that students gain significantly more than 

they lose.  Consistent with existing research, adult participants also referred to the 

positive impact that athletic participation has had on overall attendance, which is another 

important key to academic success (Finn & Rock, 1997).  In the focus group with parents, 

there was a suggestion that ‘student success’ be redefined to include the simple act of 

participating and seeing something through.  Many of the research studies look at student 

success through largely quantitative data like grades, attendance rates and discipline rates 

(Videon, 2002; Zaugg, 1998; Broh, 2002; Whitley, 1999).  What some adult participants 

suggested in this study was that we redefine success to reflect more of an individual 

accomplishment.  For example, if there is a student who is known for not finishing things 

and that student were to try out for a sport, make the team, and finish the season, then 

regardless of what story that grades and attendance might tell, that student was 

successful.  Consistent with the current research, the adults in the study also indicated 

that evidence of student success for them is seen in students learning how to be in a more 

structured and disciplined environment where they are able to learn things like 

perseverance and resiliency (Broh, 2002; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  In addition, as 

student-athletes gain some success in athletics, it motivates them to strive for more in the 

classroom to the point that students start to believe in themselves and their abilities more 

than they ever would have without experiencing success in athletics first.  One of the 

teachers (Curtis) said it best:  
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…kids that are not academically advanced students, that through their gain of 

experience of what it means to work hard and stuff, have been able to transfer that 

from the field to the classroom and, even though they might not be the brightest 

student, been able to work really hard at it and be successful in honors classes and 

AP classes and attain post high school academics that I don't think they would've 

had they not learned those lessons in athletics. 

This example encapsulates what the participants in this study believed about student 

success.  It is not just about seeing a student’s grades go up, it is about helping students to 

reach higher and to help them succeed in getting there. 

Considerations 

As was discussed briefly in chapter one, a limitation of this study was that it was 

conducted at one particular site in a suburban district of Los Angeles.  The specific 

findings are limited to the perceptions and experiences of the parents, staff, and faculty 

members of Mountain View High School, which exists within a very specific community 

context.  However, the data collected did provide valuable insights that could be utilized 

for consideration at similar schools within the district. Even though each school has its 

own unique culture, there are schools inside and outside the district that are similar in 

size, and in demographic make-up. Therefore, while the findings cannot be generalized 

from this site and may not be truly representative of the student engagement at all sites 

within the district (or without), there exists the possibility of transferring or applying the 

findings to schools that have a similar context and setting.  Because the research was 

conducted during a specific moment in time, specifically throughout the fall of 2015 and 

spring of 2016, the data could also change based on the reality of change over time. 
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Implications for Policy and Practice 

 Based on the findings of this research study, the adults who participated almost 

unanimously felt that athletics is an extremely valuable tool in getting high school 

students more engaged and in helping them to be more successful. Yet, the findings also 

indicate there were concerns about the quality of coaches being hired.  If athletic 

participation has the potential to be as positive as it is perceived to be, then it should be a 

priority to get the best coaches possible.  The results of this study indicate that parents 

and staff alike agree that the quality of the coach will have a direct impact on whether or 

not the student-athlete has a positive or negative experience in athletics.  A negative 

experience in athletics can be just as damaging as a good experience can be positive.  

One of the keys to maximizing the positive influence of athletic participation is putting 

the best coaches possible out there to work with the students. 

 Another finding of this study was that while athletic participation is a positive 

experience that teaches student-athletes to be better at time management and prioritizing, 

it is still hard on staff and students when the students have to miss class time for a game.  

Teachers have to collect late work or come up with alternative assignments and students 

have to be responsible enough to get assignments ahead of time or communicate with the 

teacher about when an assignment can be turned in.  It becomes a difficult thing for 

students, teachers, and parents.  What would alleviate a lot of the stress and anxiety that 

comes with students missing class would be a schedule that did not take students out of 

academic classes any more than necessary.  In the survey, several teachers mentioned a 

sixth period P.E. or athletic class, so that when the athletes do have to miss class, they are 
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missing a non-academic class rather than say an Honors class, an Advanced Placement 

class, or a core curriculum class for example 

 The findings of this study also indicate that one of the perceptions is that even 

with all the research supporting the positive impact of athletic involvement and the fact 

that a vast majority of staff, faculty, and parents see athletic participation as positive 

(even recommended), there is still a perception that athletics is not supported the way it 

should be by the staff itself, administration, and even parents.  If athletics is seen and 

perceived as a valuable asset, then the school site should do what it can to make sure that 

the athletic program is conducted in that manner.  Perhaps this is one of the sources of the 

dichotomy that currently exists between the existing research and findings of studies like 

this that indicate that most people see athletics as a powerful and important intervention 

for academic success, yet, when times are difficult economically, athletics is treated as 

expendable.  If athletics were more visibly supported and valued as a program, perhaps it 

would not be seen as an expendable entity. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Although some important insight was gained into the adult perceptions of the 

impact of athletic involvement, it is still difficult to understand why or how athletic 

participation is not valued as much as it should be relative to the positive perceptions of 

the participants involved in a study like this.  While gaining some of the insight and 

perceptions of adults on a particular campus was additive to the collective body of 

research, the findings cannot be generalized to a much larger population.  In addition, 

while the adults that were selected for this study do make decisions everyday regarding 

how they are going to perceive and thus, treat student-athletes, the policy type decisions 
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are being made at a higher level.  As such, a recommendation for future research would 

include expanding the participant pool to include more site leadership and district level 

leadership in order to gain insight into how they perceive athletics and to get a deeper 

sense of how much value they place on it as something that can potentially contribute to 

the overall academic achievement of the district. 

 Time and scope were limitations to this study.  When looking at the district level 

decisions that are being made regarding athletic programs and their value to overall 

student success, the decision makers would want, or even need, to have more data in 

order to make decisions that can be justified not just politically but educationally.  If the 

case is going to be made that athletics is an essential part of the educational program as 

well as an essential piece in student engagement and achievement, then a study like this 

would need to be carried out perhaps on each of the campuses.  There would need to be a 

district-wide consensus with all of the stakeholder groups, which would require a lot of 

research-based data to base any decisions on.  So, another recommendation for future 

research would be to expand the scope of the study to include a majority of the 

comprehensive sites in the district and to interview a wider cross section of staff and 

faculty.  A larger sample size would allow for an even deeper understanding of the 

relationship between athletic participation and student engagement which could 

potentially impact future decisions regarding where athletics is placed as a priority in a 

given district. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to explore and investigate the adult perceptions of 

the influence or impact that student involvement in high school athletics has on student 
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engagement and student success.  Because funding for education in California is tied to 

the state economy, athletic programs continue to be susceptible to periods of economic 

boom as well as times of economic recession.  The result is that educational leaders have 

to continually make decisions about what programs to cut or to support through their 

particular funding models.  Schools across the nation have made the decision at times to 

cut extracurricular programs in order to sustain the academic curricular programs.  This 

study examined adult perceptions regarding the impact that they believe athletic 

involvement ultimately has on student engagement and student success.  What was 

discovered was not revolutionary, earth shattering or even ground breaking, but this study 

has confirmed the importance of athletics in providing “life lessons” and in teaching 

students skills that cannot be taught as easily, if at all, in the classroom.  This study 

reinforces the importance of athletics in providing students a “sense of belonging” or 

“being a part of a team” as well as the role that athletic involvement plays in providing 

motivation for students to be academically more engaged and successful.  Of all the 

insight that was gained, the one that stood out perhaps the most is that parents, faculty, 

and staff seem to have an understanding that a student cannot learn everything we want 

them to learn in a classroom.  If, we, as the institution of education, are willing to 

sacrifice extracurricular programs for the sake of traditional classroom instruction, we 

may be taking away the ability for students to learn the things we want them to learn the 

most, as well as the very thing that could be the difference between success and failure in 

the classroom. 
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Appendix A 

Adult Perceptions of Student Involvement in High School Athletics  

Research Invitation 

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, NORTHRIDGE 

 

Dear Parents, 

I am writing to inform you about a dissertation study that is being conducted at California 
State University, Northridge (CSUN) regarding student involvement in high school 
athletics. Will Laird, a doctoral candidate, is conducting the study as part of the Ed.D 
degree requirements. 

The purpose of Will Laird’s dissertation study is to explore the perceptions of teachers, 
parents and students regarding the impact that involvement in high school athletics has on 
students. This study will add new knowledge to existing information regarding student 
involvement in athletics as it relates to the impact of adult perceptions. Your participation 
in this study would include being a part of one or two (at the most) 60-minute focus 
groups of teachers and/or parents. 

Any personally identifiable characteristics, such as your name or school, will not appear 
in the study. Participating in this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw at 
any time. 

Your time investment in this study is greatly appreciated. If you would like to participate, 
please contact Will Laird at wlaird@avhsd.org or 661-886-1067. Thank you in advance 
for considering participation in this study. 

Best Regards, 

 

Will Laird 
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Appendix B 

California State University, Northridge 

CONSENT TO ACT AS A HUMAN RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 
 

Adult Perceptions Related to the Impact of Student Participation in High School 
Athletics on Student Success  

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  Mr. Will Laird is conducting this 
study as part of the requirements for the Ed.D degree in Educational Leadership and 
Policy Studies.  Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  Please read the 
information below and ask questions about anything that you do not understand before 
deciding if you want to allow your child to participate.  A researcher listed below will be 
available to answer your questions. 
 

RESEARCH TEAM 
Researcher: 
Will Laird 

Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
18111 Nordhoff St. 

Northridge, CA 91330-8265 
661-886-1067 

wlaird@avhsd.org 
 

Faculty Advisor:  
Dr. Jody Dunlap 

Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
18111 Nordhoff St. 

Northridge, CA 91330-8265 
818-677-3078 

jody.dunlap@csun.edu 
 

PURPOSE OF STUDY  
The purpose of this study is to explore the perceptions of staff and parents regarding 
students’ involvement in high school athletics. One lens to evaluate the impact of student 
involvement in athletics is through the perceptions of those involved.   

SUBJECTS 
Inclusion Requirements 
You are eligible to participate in this study if you are the parent of a student involved in 
high school athletics or a staff member who has regular interaction with student-athletes. 
 
Time Commitment  
This study will involve approximately 1-2 hours of your time. 
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PROCEDURES 
The following procedures will occur:  If you elect to participate in this study, you could 
be asked to participate in a 60-minute audio-recorded focus group or one on one 
interview consisting of primarily parents and/or staff members.  Depending on the data 
collected in the first focus group session, there may be a need for a follow–up group 
session in order to clarify and go deeper with data collected in the first session.  This 
would occur during the spring of 2016 over the period of a few weeks time. 

 
RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  
Given the purpose of the study on issues that may be personal, some interview questions 
could be more sensitive, including questions related to experiences with and/or 
perceptions of teaching, experiences related to academic study within the teacher 
education program, and feeling about who you are as a teacher or parent. You may feel 
uneasy about answering some of these interview questions. You may elect not to answer 
any of the questions with which you feel uneasy and still remain as a participant in the 
study.  

 
BENEFITS 
Subject Benefits 
You may not benefit personally from your participation in this study. However, this study 
examines what role involvement in high school athletics might have in helping students 
be more successful. As a participant in the both the one-on-one interview and the focus 
group, you may develop a greater awareness of the benefits of athletic participation, 
which may facilitate change for you personally.  

Benefits to Others or Society 
In addition, findings from this study may contribute to our knowledge on the subject. The 
information gleaned from the study may lead to greater awareness of the benefits athletic 
involvement and could lead to a more enhanced athletic program in the future. 

 
ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION 
The only alternative to participation in this study is not to participate. 
 
 
COMPENSATION, COSTS AND REIMBURSEMENT  
Compensation for Participation  
You will not be paid for your participation in this research study.  There will be no costs 
involved, and thus no need for reimbursement. 
 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Subject Identifiable Data  
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified 
with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as 
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required by law. Names will not be used in the reporting of findings. Every effort will be 
taken to ensure your confidentiality as a participant in this study. If you consent to 
participate, you will be assigned a random, three-digit number to protect you that will be 
stored separately from any identifiable data and secured in either a locked file cabinet or 
a password protected computer. No identifying information will be used, and your 
institution and/or program will not be identified by name in any published report. 

Data Storage  
The information that you provide in this study will be stored either on a password-
protected computer or in a locked file cabinet at the researchers home only. It may be 
used in institutional reports, instructional material, and/or scholarly presentations and 
publications. Any information that you provide in connection with this study will not be 
associated with your name or your personally identifying characteristics. That is, any 
direct quotations of what you say in connection with this study will be used in published 
or publically available documents in a way that cannot be associated with you. 

Data Access  
The researcher alone will have access to your study records.  Any information derived 
from this research project that personally identifies you will not be voluntarily released or 
disclosed without your separate consent, except as specifically required by law. 
Publications and/or presentations that result from this study will not include identifiable 
information about you. 
 
Data Retention  
The researcher intends to keep the research data for approximately 2 years and then it 
will be destroyed. 
 
Mandated Reporting  
Under California law, the researcher is required to report known or reasonably suspected 
incidents of abuse or neglect of a child, dependent adult or elder, including, but not 
limited to, physical, sexual, emotional, and financial abuse or neglect.  If any researcher 
has or is given such information, he may be required to report it to the authorities.  
 
IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS 
If you have any comments, concerns, or questions regarding the conduct of this research 
please contact the research team listed on the first page of this form. 
 
If you have concerns or complaints about the research study, research team, or questions 
about your rights as a research participant, please contact Research and Sponsored 
Projects, 18111 Nordhoff Street, California State University, Northridge, Northridge, CA 
91330-8232, or phone 818-677-2901. 
 
 
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 
You should not sign this form unless you have read it and been given a copy of it to keep.  
Participation in this study is voluntary.  You may refuse to answer any question or 
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discontinue your involvement at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you 
might otherwise be entitled.  Your decision will not affect your relationship with 
California State University, Northridge or the research site (Knight High School).  Your 
signature below indicates that you have read the information in this consent form and 
have had a chance to ask any questions that you have about the study.   
 
I agree to participate in the study.  

___ I agree to be audio recorded 
___ I do not wish to be audio recorded 
 
 
___________________________________________________ __________________ 
 Participant Signature        Date 
 
___________________________________________________ 
 Printed Name of Participant   
 
 
___________________________________________________ __________________ 
 Researcher Signature        Date 
 
___________________________________________________ 
 Printed Name of Researcher 
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Appendix C 

Adult Perceptions of Student Involvement in High School Athletics 

Focus Group Protocol 
 

I.  Pre-focus group Session: Introduction/Background 
 

Welcome and introduction:  
 
Good morning/afternoon/evening. Thank you for taking the time to talk with me today.  Before 
we begin the focus group session, I’d like to give you the opportunity to read and sign the 
Consent to Participate in Research. 
 
Purpose of the focus group:  
 
As we discussed, this focus group will be used collect information for a research study that 
examines adult perceptions of the impact of students’ involvement in high school athletics.  
During the focus group, we will talk about your experience as parents of students involved in 
high school athletics.  
 
 
Timing:  
Today’s focus group will last approximately 60 minutes. Are there any questions before I get 
started? 
 
II.  Focus Group Session 

 
Main Questions 
First, I will ask you some questions about your experience with your student’s involvement in 
athletics in general.   
 

1. Describe your overall experience with your student’s involvement in the athletic program 

at Mountain View High School (MVHS)? 

2. Tell me about an average day during the time that your student is in their season of 

athletic participation. 

a. How much time is given to practice and competitions per week? 
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b. How much time is given to academic study at home? 

3. How do you and your student manage their academic program while involved in 

athletics? 

a. How much help or support would you say they get at home? 

4. Do you feel that being involved in high school athletics is a benefit or a hindrance when 

it comes to academic achievement and/or success? 

a. Describe what academic success looks like to you, especially during their athletic 

participation. 

5. What degree of support do you feel that the teaching staff provides to your student while 

they are involved in athletics specifically. 

a. What are some ways in which the support or lack of support from the staff has 

been evidenced in your experience? 

6. Do you feel that athletic involvement has benefitted your student in areas beyond the 

classroom? 

a. Please provide some specific examples? 

7. Would you recommend to other parents that they have their students participate in the 

athletic program at MVHS? 

a. Why or why not? 

 
Closing Questions 
 
I would like give you a final opportunity to help us examine these issues. Before I end today, is 
there anything that I missed? Do you have anything else to add at this time?  Have you said 
everything that you wanted to say but didn’t get a chance to say?  Have you shared everything 
that is significant about these interactions with me?  If there’s anything else that you recall after 
our focus group session, I invite you to share it by contacting me. 
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III. Post-Focus group Session: Debriefing and Closing 
 
Thank you for participating in today’s focus group session. I appreciate your taking the time and 
sharing your ideas with me. I also want to restate that what you have shared with me is 
confidential. No part of our discussion that includes names or other identifying information will 
be used in any report or document.  Finally, I want to provide you with a chance to ask any 
questions that you might have about this focus group. Do you have any questions at this time?  
May I contact you in the future should I have any follow-up questions or find that I would like 
additional information? 
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Appendix D 
 

Adult Perceptions of Student Involvement in High School Athletics  

Staff Interview Protocol 

 

I. Pre-interview Session: Introduction/Background 

Welcome and introduction: 

Good morning/afternoon/evening. Thank you for taking the time to talk with me today. Before we 
begin the interview session, I’d like to give you the opportunity to read and sign the Consent to 
Participate in Research. 

Purpose of the interview: 

As we discussed, this interview is a one-on-one interview intended to collect information for a 
research study that explores how the perceptions of involvement in high school athletics impacts 
student engagement. During this interview, we will talk about your attitude toward high school 
athletics and about your perceptions of how high school athletics might impact student 
engagement and/or student success. 

Timing: 

Today’s interview will last approximately 45 to 60 minutes. Are there any questions before I get 
started? 

II. Interview Session 

Main Questions: 

1. What is your overall view of why students should or should not be involved in high 

school athletics? 

2. Do you have any personal experience with athletic involvement in high school? 

a. If yes, was that experience positive or negative? Why or why not? 

b. If no, why or why not? 

3. How do you feel about the athletic program overall at Mountain View High School? 

a. If you could change anything about the athletic program at MVHS, what would it 

be and why? 
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4. What impact or influence do you feel that the school’s athletic program has on the 

students that participate? 

5. What is the most positive thing about student involvement in athletics? 

6. What is the most negative thing about student involvement in athletics? 

7. Do you feel that student involvement in athletics benefits them academically? If so, in 

what ways? 

8. How do you feel that staff members at MVHS treat students based on their involvement 

in athletics? 

9. If you see athletics as a positive academic influence and intervention and if you think that 

is something that most people would agree with, why do you think that ESA’s are some 

of the first things cut at schools when there are bad economic times?  

Closing Questions: 

I would like to give you a final opportunity to help us examine these issues. Before I end today, is 
there anything that I missed? Do you have anything else to add at this time? Have you said 
everything that you wanted to say but didn’t get a chance to say? Have you shared everything 
that is significant about these experiences with me? If there’s anything else that you recall after 
our interview session, I invite you to share it by contacting me. 

III. Post-Interview Session: Debriefing and Closing 

Thank you for participating in today’s interview session. I greatly appreciate you taking the time 
and sharing your ideas with me. I also want to restate that what you have shared with me is 
confidential. No part of our discussion that includes names or other identifiable characteristics 
will be used in any report or document. Finally, I want to provide you with a chance to ask any 
questions that you might have about this interview. Do you have any questions at this time? 
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